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Abstract 
Media regulation is not an anachronism; it has a real role in protecting public interests. Localism 
in radio fulfils a civic function in regional communities. But it cannot operate effectively in 
commercial radio without a strong policy framework. A study of localism policies in Australian 
commercial radio reveals the long-term effects of broadcast regulation and deregulation on 
commercial radio’s programming and practices. For many decades the cultural practice of 
listening to the radio was a very different experience in rural and urban Australia. Commercial 
radio stations were an audio ‘parish pump’ for their local communities. Some 80 per cent of the 
community tuned in to their local station and listeners developed a degree of ‘ownership’ of their 
sole commercial radio service. 
 
Commercial radio is an influential yet underrated medium and a neglected area of research 
although it attracts Australia’s biggest radio audiences. The sector is dominated by regional 
commercial radio services which outnumber their metropolitan peers in a ratio of six to one. For 
close to 70 years government broadcast-localism policies created a unique form of commercial 
radio in non-metropolitan Australia. A case study of commercial radio from 1931 ─ 2007 in the 
north Queensland town of Mackay demonstrates radio’s significant impact on community identity 
formation and reinforcement. Commercial radio exercised considerable social, cultural and 
political power in regional Australia during a period of government-endorsed broadcast 
monopolies.  
 
In regional Australia, localism regulations displaced advertising as the predominant constituting 
force of commercial radio’s discourse, programming, practices, profitability and structure. Local 
ownership and local content were actively supported by successive governments as a support for 
rural communities and a form of resistance to metropolitanism. Listening to the sole local 
commercial radio station became a community-defining practice. Radio audiences accord a high 
level of trust to the medium and this feature was enhanced for rural Australians by localism 
requirements.  
 
Radio remains the key site for broadcast localism in regional Australia. Deregulation in the 1990s 
catalysed a radio boom with new commercial stations opening across the nation. A consequence 
of this plurality of services has been a decline in live and local programming as network owners 
use syndicated, prerecorded and relay programming to cut costs. As a result, in many regional 
areas ABC local radio became the mainstay of broadcast localism. The opposing forces of 
globalisation and localisation are at their most apparent in the development trajectory of regional 
commercial radio in Australia. Commercial radio services no longer reflect distinct communities; 
local content is minimal and national and global matters predominate.  
 
Keywords 
Localism, Mackay, commercial radio, broadcast policy, radio advertising, regional radio, 
broadcast deregulation. 
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Introduction 
 
In much postmodern social theory, the country as a vital place simply doesn’t exist … the 
very silence surrounding non-urban forms of popular culture provides evidence of a 
persistent cultural hierarchy that devalues, even erases, the rustic (Creed and Ching 7-8).  
 
 
Radio listeners ─ and most Australians are radio listeners ─ have experienced a major 
transformation in commercial radio services since deregulation in the mid-1990s. Change has 
been particularly profound for the 40 per cent of Australians who live outside metropolitan capital 
cities. For more than six decades, listeners outside the orbit of capital cities heard a very different 
style of commercial radio. The sound of country radio was influenced by broadcasting policies 
which encouraged local ownership and programming. Because commercial licences were limited 
to one per regional centre, radio stations provided a service for the whole geographic community. 
The result was a form of radio that was internationally unique, a commercial/community hybrid 
that was a powerful social, cultural and political influence in host communities for many decades.  
 
In regional Australia, commercial radio was both a commercial and a civic institution. 
Government encouraged regional stations to be parochial; they were to be an audio parish pump 
for their local audience. Some 80 per cent of the community tuned in to their local station and 
listeners developed a degree of ‘ownership’ of their sole commercial radio service. Deregulation 
in the mid-1990s catapulted regional listeners into a new era characterised by multiple 
commercial services at the cost of live and local production and programming. Commercial radio 
in regional Australia is now mostly relayed from elsewhere and is often prerecorded. This thesis 
shows that, although localism in radio broadcasting is popular with regional audiences and it 
fulfils a civic function that helps to support community life, it cannot operate effectively in 
commercial radio without a strong policy framework.  
 
Does it matter that live and local programming in commercial radio has been eroded in regional 
Australia? If we accept that place, community identity and local society remain centrally important 
in our lives, then yes it does matter. In his analysis of the development of the ‘modern culture of 
nationalism’, Benedict Anderson describes the imagined communion with others who one might 
never meet as a prerequisite for a concept of nationhood (Anderson 9, 15). If we transpose this idea 
to a local level then radio’s daily ‘communion’ with an audience who shared the same immediate 
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temporal, geographic, climatic, societal and audio space was an even more powerful cultural 
identification process because it required little imagination. Pre-deregulation radio’s discourse was 
centrally concerned with places, people, news and events that were known and perhaps even 
experienced in common by its listeners.  
Despite a greater choice of radio and television channels and other media platforms in 2007, 
regional Australians often have less news and information about their own place and its people 
than they did twenty years ago. The community audience is fragmented and the provision of local 
news and information services has declined. ABC local radio is now the bastion of broadcast 
localism in regional Australia. Meanwhile, metropolitan audiences take it for granted that their 
commercial radio services have always been and remain mostly live and local.  
 
Explorations of Australian media production and consumption often blur distinctions between 
rural and metropolitan settings. This is certainly the case for radio studies despite the fact that 
regional Australians’ social and cultural experience has differed significantly from that of 
metropolitan listeners.  For most of the last century, the size of rural communities and their 
distance from metropolitan centres dictated local networks and hierarchies that differed 
fundamentally from those in the city, imparting social identities far different from those within 
urban worlds (Blumin). In the bush, commercial radio stations closely reflected the concerns and 
interests of their host societies, becoming major contributors to community identity. This 
contribution was shaped by government policies which actively utilised local commercial radio as 
a tool for community development. Urban stations catered for the interests of particular urban 
audience demographics and had fewer ‘whole of community’ obligations or compliance reviews.  
 
Most cultures are underpinned by a rural/urban distinction. The power relations of rural and 
metropolitan places shape the experiences of people in different ways. Yet the rural/urban axis as 
an influence on place-based identity is frequently ignored or discounted (Creed and Ching 3). 
Small-town life or rural life experience is often conflated with the metropolitan experience. Social 
history rarely takes location into account when analysing the uptake of new entertainment and 
communication technologies although there are significant variations in how urban and non-urban 
citizens produce and use media forms (R.Allen). Regional Australians often experienced 
significant lags in access to new communication technologies and services, starting with cinema 
and ABC radio and continuing up to the present day with broadband internet services. This study 
provides a rare example of a government policy that enabled the rapid national deployment of a 
major communication technology: broadcast commercial radio.  
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Faced with the prohibitively expensive task of delivering free-to-air radio services to non-
metropolitan audiences in parlous economic times, the Commonwealth government eventually 
developed an innovative policy framework that encouraged commercial investment in the new media 
form. This policy framework both facilitated privately funded commercial radio at a local level and 
harnessed the new technology for a ‘public good’. As a result, media regulation has been a major 
influence on commercial radio’s role in the development of regional community identity and sense 
of place for almost eighty years. Quantifying such influence demands the combination of many 
sources and methods. 
 
How can the influence of commercial radio be separated out from the other mass media consumed 
by local townspeople? How does one gauge the cumulative impact of the daily absorption of the 
discourse of local radio?  These challenges are made more complex by the inherent difficulties 
entailed in the historical examination of a routine and familiar aspect of everyday life. Individual 
recall tends to catch on major life events; details of daily routine become blurred. New media 
researcher and academic Ross Gibson claims imaginative investigation is a necessary approach to 
historical subjects ‘because conventional historiographical protocols come up short when we try to 
get the fullest comprehension of the past that has whelped our present’(Gibson). In this study, 
imaginative investigation links a variety of sources, including interviews, newspaper articles, 
archival material, industry research, memoirs, local histories and academic studies.  
 
This thesis examines localism in radio broadcasting as a nationally significant phenomenon. The 
study is grounded in a case study of radio development in the central Queensland town of Mackay 
in the period from 1931 to 2007. The examination of a particular locality illustrates and makes 
meaningful the effects of a policy that created a singular form of commercial radio which became 
entwined with and formative of rural community life and identity. Most Australians listen to 
commercial radio every day, yet it remains a curiously under-examined popular media form. The 
first chapter positions the study in relation to relevant fields of research including media studies 
and radio studies in particular; it introduces key concepts and explains how the subject has been 
approached. Regional commercial radio is examined from policy, broadcaster, audience and 
advertiser perspectives because these are the major agents of its practices and structure.  
 
The second chapter traces the motivations that underpinned the development of localism as a 
broadcast policy back to agrarian ideals and the associated belief that government had an 
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obligation to protect rural communities from the cultural domination of metropolitanism. The 
contested cultural and political power relationship between the metropolitan ‘centre’ and the 
regional ‘periphery’ is a recurring theme in this thesis.  For regional audiences, the technology 
and discourse of commercial radio provided an infrastructure for modernity. Radio created 
consumers for the global industrialised popular music industry and fans for national and 
international celebrities through a ‘parish pump’ framework that was firmly grounded in a 
specific geographic location. In most regional areas, commercial radio was the first and for many 
years or even decades the only broadcast channel into the home. Government, through its 
regulatory control and oversight mechanisms, was a major determinant of commercial radio’s 
regional ownership, industry structure, profitability and programming content until the mid-
1990s.  
 
Chapter 3 examines the role of advertising and uses industry research to demonstrate the unique 
relationship listeners have with radio.  It is important to use industry research to closely analyse 
the significance of advertising for three reasons. Firstly, commercial radio relies totally on 
advertising revenue. Secondly, advertising revenue is in turn predicated on demonstrated 
audience presence and impact. In a simple equation, no audience means no advertising revenue 
and no radio service. Thirdly, there is little or no academic research on radio audiences. Industry 
research is the sole source of substantial radio audience research. Commercial radio works hard at 
having a very detailed understanding of its listeners so it can reach, influence, maintain and sell 
that audience to advertisers. The industry’s comparative media research demonstrates the unique 
relationship radio audiences have with their medium. For instance, national and international 
research finds that commercial radio audiences consistently place more trust in radio than in 
television and newspapers (Millward Brown; Radio Ad Effectiveness Lab Inc, "Personal 
Relevance"). These findings support the thesis that sole commercial radio stations in regional 
Australia have exercised considerable local cultural, social and political power.  
 
 It is even more important to study the role of advertising in regional radio. While metropolitan 
radio is clearly shaped by advertising goals alone, localism has operated as a countervailing force 
to advertising in regional radio. Therefore, understanding how advertising operates in commercial 
radio is essential to any comprehension of regional radio post-deregulation.  
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These chapters provide a framework and context for the case study examination of commercial 
radio in Mackay which starts in Chapter 4. This chapter shows how 4MK developed and operated 
at a local level, its relationship with other media forms, the nature of its ownership, discourse and 
programming and its role in the community from its inception in 1931 until the arrival of local 
television in 1968. The government-imposed localism framework within which 4MK operated 
pervaded almost all aspects of its services and guaranteed it a local commercial broadcast 
monopoly. Government policies deliberately worked to make regional commercial radio stations 
centrally important local cultural institutions. Listening to 4MK every day became a community-
defining practice.  
 
The case study continues in Chapter 5 which follows 4MK from the format changes caused by the 
start-up of television ─ its first commercial broadcast rival until the deregulation of regional radio 
that followed the 1992 Broadcast Services Act. Government’s attempt to apply localism policy 
frameworks to the development of commercial television in regional Australia failed to foster 
meaningful live and local television programming content. What the localism rules for television 
did deliver was yet another commercial broadcast monopoly to already established local media 
operators. This protected existing media interests and revenues. Incumbent media owners often 
influence the development of new media but this practice was particularly apparent ─ and in this 
case even government mandated ─ in the development of Australia’s regional broadcast media 
system. In the 1980s, the Commonwealth government policy environment began to change with 
the adoption of concepts that tied economic success and international competitiveness to market-
driven, lightly regulated trading environments. Government began to look askance at the regional 
commercial broadcast monopolies created by its own policies. The deregulation of broadcast 
media was a project undertaken almost in parallel in many western nations.  
 
Chapter 6 compares the Australian deregulation process and its related impacts on commercial 
radio with those of the USA and New Zealand, and continues the examination of broadcast media 
policy effects at the micro-level in Mackay. The dismantling of regulatory frameworks governing 
established media forms such as radio was underpinned by a belief that a free market would both 
supply diversity and maintain localism. The enshrining of the internet as the ultimate 
communication and information technology also triggered a discounting of the influence of ‘old’ 
media platforms. Australia’s 2006 cross-media ownership reforms were criticised for being based 
on an over-estimation of both the use of the internet as an alternative source of news and 
information and its capacity as a provider of local news and information, particularly for regional 
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Australians (Dwyer et al.). Government rationales for any loss of diversity in media providers 
were based on a flawed assumption of ready access to a proliferation of alternative digital media 
sources.  
 
The final chapter argues that ABC local radio has become the most productive site for live and 
local broadcast content since deregulation, and has grown its local audience share accordingly. 
But the ABC provides a different, more distant and less socially connected form of localism. The 
chapter traces the path of localism to ABC local radio as part of a survey of the ‘other side of 
town’ in Mackay. Local news and information service-production is used as a prism for the 
examination of the role of non-commercial radio services in regional media markets. Community 
radio’s audience reach and role as a provider of local news and information services in regional 
communities is shown to have been over-estimated. Its services are limited by chronic funding 
shortfalls and an almost total reliance on non-professional volunteers. Localism in radio 
broadcasting fulfils a civic function that supports community life, but it requires a strong policy 
framework to operate effectively. This thesis illustrates the effects of broadcast media regulation 
and deregulation in regional Australia and the central influence local commercial broadcast 
monopolies had on the lives of their communities. 
 13
 
Chapter 1 Commercial radio: The starveling at the scholar’s 
table. 
 
 
 
 
A whole history remains to be written of spaces ─  which would at the same time be the 
history of powers…from the great strategies of geopolitics to the little tactics of the habitat  
(Foucault 149) 
 
Media regulation is not anachronistic; it has a vital role in protecting the public interest, 
particularly in non-metropolitan Australia. A deregulatory regime has delivered tangible benefits 
to commercial media interests but failed to deliver the anticipated diversity of news, information 
and entertainment to regional Australians. This chapter positions the study in relation to the field 
of radio studies, outlines the key themes and the approaches taken, explains the rationale for 
choosing the case study site and details some of the challenges the project presented. 
 
Commercial radio in Australia has always been characterised by regional radio. Of the nation’s 
261 commercial stations, only 42 are metropolitan-based (ACMA Communications Report 2005 - 
2006, 26).1 For close to 70 years in regional Australia, localism policies restricted each rural 
region to just one commercial radio station. In return, each station was required to deliver 
community news and information services and support. This innovative policy fostered a unique 
form of active civic engagement by commercial radio. Radio provided a new ‘performance’ 
platform for civic affairs which reached more in the community than any previous local or 
national media form. Listening to commercial radio became a community-defining practice which 
played a quotidian role in collective identity formation and reinforcement. Tuning in to radio each 
morning was a vital part of everyday routine because it was important to know who was getting 
married on Saturday and where, in case you wanted to see what the bride was wearing; who had 
‘passed away’, because you might need to attend the funeral; and of course, who had given birth. 
A new store is opening, a favourite shop is having a sale and the cricket has been cancelled 
because of rain. Radio created a shared mental map of the community, constituting a common 
                                                 
1 Note this excludes Hobart, Darwin and Canberra which are classified as provincial licence areas because 
their populations are below 1 million. Number of metropolitan stations provided by Commercial Radio 
Australia. 
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cultural framework and a daily platform for local social, political, religious, and cultural and 
business groups. It created a web of local common knowledge as it delivered the community’s 
daily experiences back to itself.  
 
Rurality shaped the discourse of commercial radio in regional Australia, creating a ‘sound’ that 
was distinct from that of metropolitan radio, where advertising goals dictated discourse styles and 
formats. 
As a result, regional Australians developed a particular relationship with their sole local radio 
station which in many ways operated like an audio community noticeboard. At times it was also a 
critical daily source of local news and information. Listening to the radio in the bush was literally 
a life-saving activity in times of floods, cyclones and bushfires.  
 
There is a strong interplay between government’s use of broadcasting policy as a social tool and 
industry practices. Local ownership and local content were actively promoted by successive 
conservative and Labor governments until the early 1990s. These policies offered support for 
rural communities, and resistance to foreign influence and metropolitanism. Australia’s broadcast 
policy and regulatory frameworks played a crucial role in influencing the structure, ownership, 
operations, profitability, discourse and programming of commercial radio. In Australia, radio 
licensing and regulation has been always been the province of the federal government (Allen and 
Spencer). Wariness of broadcast media power over mass audiences in the 1920s shaped the 
Australian government’s construction of regulatory frameworks for commercial radio. Regulatory 
frameworks were much more prescribed in Australia than in the USA. Australian regional 
licensees in particular operated in a much more rules-based environment than their American 
counterparts or their Australian metropolitan peers. 
 
Commercial radio is the most obvious site for the opposing processes of globalisation and 
localisation in regional communities. It was the first broadcast channel for music, news and 
information from the ‘outside’ world and metropolitan Australia, and simultaneously a ‘parish 
pump’ for local news and connections. In 2007 Australians owned some 37 million -radio 
receivers (including car radios) and almost 80 per cent listened to commercial radio for just under 
twenty hours each week (Commercial Radio Australia). It is startling to note that, despite its 
continued status as a highly influential medium in urban and regional Australia, commercial radio 
is virtually ignored as an object of study. This chapter and this thesis will address this astonishing 
scholarly neglect.   
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Why study commercial radio? Follow the audience  
Broadcast radio in general is a neglected area of research, even though it is one of Australia’s 
most popular broadcast mediums (Miller and Turner 133). Radio is immediate, portable, 
companionable and accessible. Commercial radio has long been the preferred service for most 
Australian listeners. Tuning into commercial radio is a widespread and persistent everyday 
practice that has resisted challenges from electronic rivals such as television and the internet. It is 
the pre-eminent everyday medium that revels in immediacy and rarely looks more than a week 
ahead. Commercial radio text ‘lives in the community of its users and enters into everyday life’ 
(Nightingale 107). Perhaps it is the ‘everydayness’ of commercial radio that makes it such an 
elusive research subject. It warrants more attention. According to the national industry body, the 
amount of time Australians spend listening to commercial radio is increasing. The average time 
spent listening each week grew by almost an hour between 2000 and 2005 (Commercial Radio-a 
Snapshot, 5). Yet it is largely ignored by researchers who favour television and new media as 
sites for study. Turner has noted that in the field of cultural studies radio research is 
‘unfashionable and extremely painstaking in practice’ and that it has ‘lagged behind, especially 
when compared with television studies’ (Turner, "Some Things" 74).  
 
Academic neglect of commercial radio may in part be attributed to a combination of its ‘lowbrow 
reputation’ (Johnson 140), tabloid format and lack of status as a residual and non-visual media 
form. In contrast, commercial television ─ which shares many characteristics with commercial 
radio ─ attracts significant research interest. Indeed, it was ‘the’ major site for audience studies 
and a basis for the development of many related theories. Though it may not be novel, 
commercial radio is indisputably still ‘here’ and it commands an influential place in today’s 
media system. Established media forms like radio are not made obsolete by new media 
successors; they merely move to new places in the system (Kittler).  
 
Commercial radio is a media chameleon which constantly alters its appearance as the competitive 
environment changes. It adjusted to television through major shifts in format and style and it now 
incorporates visual, interactive web-based activities into its services. The adjustment of roles and 
practices by both industry and audience has ensured commercial radio’s survival. While scholars 
may not pay attention to commercial radio, advertisers are well aware of its importance as a 
pathway to consumers. In April 2004, DMG Radio (Australia) paid $107 million for an FM 
licence in Sydney and a further $80 million for an FM licence in Brisbane (Brisbane to Get New 
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Nova Station). Commercial radio is clearly still a profitable business if networks are willing to 
invest these amounts of capital in establishing new services in already crowded metropolitan 
markets.  
 
According to the peak industry body Commercial Radio Australia (CRA), Australians spend 
more time listening to radio now than they did in 1956 before the introduction of television 
(Commercial Radio-a Snapshot). While this may be related to the increased amount of time 
listeners spend commuting, it nevertheless indicates radio’s considerable reach. Commercial 
radio’s appeal is also not limited to certain demographics. In 2000 ACNielsen’s All Australia 
Listening Report found that commercial radio won the highest radio audience share across all 
ages from 10 to 55- plus for males and females (Commercial Radio-a Snapshot). Ageing, and 
presumably sleepless, baby boomers are even increasing ratings for midnight to dawn programs. 
Australians aged 40 to 54 spend three hours and 15 minutes on average listening to commercial 
radio between midnight and 5.30am each week. Those aged 55- plus spend even more time 
listening between midnight and dawn – an average of five hours and 19 minutes per week (Baby 
Boomers).  
The cumulative effect of neglecting research into established media forms is a discounting of the 
continued influence of ‘old’ media and a privileging of the importance of ‘new’ digital media 
forms. Emergent forms of media attract attention ‘at the expense of taking account of continuity, 
fixity and dialectical relations with existing practices, systems and artefacts’ (Acland 178). This 
can lead to ill-informed media policy decisions. Former Communications Minister Senator Helen 
Coonan justified the 2006 changes to the cross-media ownership laws, which allowed the further 
concentration of already highly concentrated regional media by claiming that: 
 
 Innovations such as YouTube are just one of many reasons why technology and time are 
 making  nonsense of the current media rules … But the key here is that no amount of 
 diversity of ownership on old platforms will help. It is all about adapting to the new. This 
 is the argument for change, this is the reason why we must allow  Australia’s media 
 industry to move on (Coonan Speech).  
 
In fact, in 2006 the ‘old platforms’ of television, newspapers and radio were still the primary 
sources of news for 95 per cent of Australians, with only 1 per cent relying on the internet as a 
key provider (Downie and Macintosh 1 - 8). Many Australians outside metropolitan centres rely 
on slow and often unreliable dial-up access to the internet and face a paucity of web-based 
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sources of local news once they get there. Indeed, the ‘new’ web-based platforms are also 
dominated by existing major media proprietors who have leveraged their existing infrastructure, 
content, staff and financial resources to build web and cable presence. So those who do turn to 
these sources for news are often getting the same national news they would otherwise get from a 
major newspaper or free-to-air commercial television (Senate Report on the Broadcasting 
Services Amendment, 54). The news is delivered in a different format but it is not an alternative 
source of news.  
 
The considerable narrowing of regional media ownership and diversity that followed the 
deregulation of commercial radio and subsequent relaxation of cross-media rules has been 
masked by an increase in the number of services. Established free-to-air broadcast media forms 
remain important subjects for study because they continue to attract mass audiences. But they are 
not an amorphous mass. Broadcast media often operate differently in non-metropolitan markets; 
regional audiences are not the same as city audiences. Place matters, and broadcast policies that 
fail to recognise the distinctiveness of rural and metropolitan media markets have unintended and 
unanticipated effects.     
 
The 2006 changes to cross-media ownership laws enabled a narrowing of the spectrum of 
providers in regional areas, further limiting the diversity of news sources for regional Australians. 
It is not difficult to see how an overwhelming focus on new media by government policy 
advisers, academics, telecommunications, information technology, and internet and multimedia 
industry bodies over more than a decade skewed understanding of the day-to-day relevance of 
established media forms. Internationally, this ‘spin’ has resulted in the technologically 
determinist notion that internet-based media convergence inevitably leads to the dissolution or 
liberalisation of regulatory regimes (Skogerbo). This assumption has had major media policy 
implications. The notion that communication technology convergence is a force majeure became 
a received fact which has been used by governments and media proprietors as a rationale for ‘old’ 
media deregulation. In turn, this has led to varying degrees of increased media ownership 
concentration.  
 
As Carlsson points out, a concentration on digital technologies diverts attention from arguably 
more pressing issues such as an increased concentration of media ownership, the lack of media 
legislation, pressures on public service media and the constraints on media freedom in some 
nations (Carlsson). The demise of broadcast localism in many western nations as a consequence 
 18
of media deregulation can be added to the list of issues that need more attention. The prevailing 
‘cult of the new’ has marginalised radio in general, and commercial radio in particular, within the 
fields of cultural and media studies. While the crucial role of communication and mass media is 
generally acknowledged, commercial radio escapes public and scholarly scrutiny apart from an 
occasional talkback ‘shock jock’ scandal. In Australia, ABC radio and community radio clearly 
attract the lion’s share of scholarly attention in the already limited field of radio studies.  
ABC Radio: A worthy site for study 
ABC radio is recognised as an important and long-standing influence on Australians’ social, 
political and cultural lives. It has a remit which requires it to constantly redefine what it means to 
be Australian for both a national and an international audience. The ABC Charter requires it 
among other things to:  
 
 (i) Broadcast programs that contribute to a sense of national identity and inform and 
 entertain, and reflect the cultural diversity of, the Australian community; and  
 (ii) Broadcast programs of an educational nature;  
 (iii) Transmit to countries outside Australia broadcasting programs of news, current  
 affairs, entertainment and cultural enrichment that will:  
 (iv) Encourage awareness of Australia and an international understanding of Australian 
 attitudes on world affairs; and  
 (v) Enable Australian citizens living or travelling outside Australia to obtain information 
 about Australian affairs and Australian attitudes on world affairs; and  
 (vi) Encourage and promote the musical, dramatic and other performing arts in Australia.  
 
The Charter alone makes the ABC an alluring subject for study because it provides opportunities 
to explore perceptions and representations of national identity within Australia and abroad. The 
ABC is also more available for study than commercial broadcasters which are private 
organisations and have fewer public disclosure obligations. It has a rich archive of programming 
and related documentation and, as it is a publicly funded organisation, this material is often 
accessible. ABC radio offers scholars an irresistible combination. It is an intellectually fascinating 
subject with a wellspring of artefacts for analysis. ABC radio’s highbrow content across a wide 
range of subject areas means that it is also more likely to be the preferred service for scholars. As 
a result, many aspects of ABC radio, including its history, policies, networks, people, programs, 
international services, use of new media and relationship with governments, have been and 
continue to be analysed by researchers (L.Andrews; T.Blair; M.Burns; A.Healey; K.Inglis; Luck; 
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A.McIntyre; A.Moran; A.Thomas; S.Turnbull). Indeed, it will not escape attention in this project. 
Although my focus is on commercial radio, ABC local radio’s role will be examined along with 
that of community radio in the final chapter as part of an assessment of shifts in localism in the 
regional media environment.  
 
Although the ABC and community radio are usually grouped under the rubric of public radio, in 
many ways the ABC has more in common with commercial radio than it does with community 
radio, especially in regional Australia. Both the ABC and commercial radio operate within 
complex centralised and hierarchical corporate structures and administrative frameworks. In 
contrast, community radio is operated by separate not-for-profit organisations which rely heavily 
(indeed almost exclusively in regional areas) on volunteers. It is this community-led aspect of the 
broadcast media form that makes community radio an attractive site for study. 
 
Regional community radio: Weapon of the weak or jukebox for the retired? 
 
Despite its relatively small audiences (van Vuuren, "Community Participation" 117) “Community 
Participation”, community radio is studied exhaustively. According to Charles Fairchild, 
‘Australian community radio is among the most well-studied community media sectors in the 
world’ (Fairchild, "The Grinding Gears" 65). Its attraction appears to relate to the sector’s role as 
an alternative media voice. Community radio is valued as an important contributor to civil society 
in a nation with a concentration of commercial broadcast media ownership. Indeed, community 
media have been described as a ‘weapon of the weak’ (Meadows et al. 11). This role is somewhat 
overstated in relation to regional community radio, which dominates the sector and is better 
described as a jukebox for the retired. As is the case with commercial radio, the majority of 
community radio licences are located in regional Australia. Yet, as recognised by van Vuuren, 
community radio (like commercial radio) is often discussed in generic terms which fail to 
recognise the significant differences between metropolitan and regional stations (van Vuuren 118, 
174).2 Most regional community services are generalist stations which provide listeners with little 
more than particular music genre programs and some local sports news. Indeed, music accounts 
for 70 per cent of the sector’s programming (Meadows et al. 37). The potential for regional 
community radio to act as a lever for social change and a platform for democratic citizenry was  
                                                 
2 A 2002 nationwide study of the community radio sector did not distinguish between metropolitan and 
regional community radio: (Forde, Meadows and Maxwell).  
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compromised by some stations relaying commercial programs such as the John Laws Show which 
epitomise commercialism and establishment viewpoints (van Vuuren, "Commercial Trends" 36).  
 
In a 2007 study, Community Media Matters, Meadows and colleagues all support a broad 
definition of local news and information in community radio, as few stations can afford to 
generate local news bulletins. Those that do provide news usually use a syndicated national 
service from the Sydney-based Community Radio Network or another provider (Meadows et al. 
35). This is a consequence of the sector’s chronic shortfalls in funding. Consistent news gathering 
and presentation are an expensive business, and the organisational structure of regional 
community radio is often totally reliant on volunteers. In addition, regional areas have smaller 
volunteer populations to draw on compared with metropolitan stations. As a result, regional 
programming often relates more to the interests of individual broadcast volunteers rather than 
those of the community at large (van Vuuren, "Community Participation"  277, 281). However, 
despite financial and human resource challenges and administrative compliance workloads for the 
regulator, many community stations manage to broadcast live and local for some fifteen hours per 
day. While this can be admired as a sterling effort that delivers benefits to the people involved, it 
is important not to overstate the role and reach of regional community radio.  
Commercial radio research 
As a site for study, commercial radio offers leaner pickings. Multiple competing private owners 
are not likely to disclose internal information. The industry is also a poor archiver. A succession 
of ownership changes has exacerbated this characteristic with many new regimes throwing out 
the records of previous owners. The relative meagreness of resources on commercial radio is 
undoubtedly a factor in its ‘ugly sister’ status in the field of broadcast media scholarship. 
However, the commercial radio sector is not entirely devoid of archival resources. For many 
decades, the industry was subjected to licence renewal processes, as well as periodic government 
reviews into particular aspects of services such as localism, advertising, audience issues and 
adequacy of regional services.  
 
This created a significant source of archival material in the records of successive broadcasting 
regulatory authorities, the Productivity Commission and government committee inquiries. The 
material includes related submissions from commercial radio stations, commercial radio industry 
bodies, advertising buyers and listeners. These records provide periodic insights into the business 
of commercial broadcasting, management perceptions of commercial radio’s role in the 
community and listener concerns. National and local newspapers have also provided useful 
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articles, particularly in relation to ownership changes, new licence applications and contentious 
broadcast practices.  
 
Australian radio research has tended to cluster on a few interest areas such as the aforementioned 
ABC, community radio, youth radio, particular ABC programs, talkback, histories of the ‘golden’ 
age of radio and memoirs.3 Most work on youth radio concentrates on the ABC’s Triple J 
network (Andrews; Cook). This leaves talkback radio as virtually the only commercial radio topic 
which has attracted research interest because of its reputed capacity to influence public political 
debate.  
The limited research focus of the field of radio is striking when it is compared with Australian 
television research. There seem to be few aspects of television that have escaped inspection, 
dissection, analysis, review, discussion and debate.4 There are simply too many television studies 
to cite.5 According to Turner, while television research has moved past the ‘offhand denigration 
of the popular to ask complex questions about commercial programs, formats and appeals to and 
influence on audience’, commercial radio is still considered an unworthy object for scrutiny 
(Turner, "Some Things" 74). A major research project scheduled for publication in 2008 may 
spark more interest in the commercial radio sector. Dr Bridget Griffen-Foley’s history of 
commercial radio in Australia, Changing Stations: The Story of Australian Commercial Radio, 
examines the sector from its origins in the 1920s to the present day.  
Community radio researcher Kevin Howley acknowledges that radio suffers from critical neglect 
internationally but he is cautiously optimistic that the emergence of the UK-based Radio Journal: 
International Studies in Broadcast and Audio Media is testimony to a rebirth of academic interest 
in radio. He attributes this to a combination of the internet’s ability to offer radio a new delivery 
channel and ‘growing popular interest in community radio’ as an ‘under valued site to explore the 
dynamics of globalisation … from the vantage point of local communities’(Howley 10). While 
                                                 
3 See Appendix 1 for a list of research articles.  
4 A plethora of studies examine television’s role as vehicle for popular culture. See Appendix 2 for a list of 
articles on television programming, fandom, audience, specific programs, regulation and news production.  
5 For a comprehensive list see Griffen-Foley, "Australian Press, Radio and Television Historiography: An 
Update." 
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there has been an increase in studies of community broadcasting in Australia, commercial 
services remain under-examined. One journal does not a radio research renaissance make.6 
 
Although the dearth of archival and academic source material on regional commercial radio was 
initially daunting, research revealed a wealth of primary sources relevant to the sector in general 
and the case study area in particular. These included records of the successive regulatory 
authorities charged with issuing and monitoring commercial radio licences, government broadcast 
inquiries and studies, industry submissions to inquiries, personal memoirs, National Sound 
Archive interviews, on-site interviews, local, state and national newspaper articles, company 
records, ephemera and commercial radio industry research and reports. This broad sweep of 
sources is consistent with Nightingale’s argument that successful community studies should 
‘triangulate information from public records, personal documents, newspapers, direct interviews 
with the local persons …to obtain the types of information needed to cover the complex 
phenomenon we call a community’ (Nightingale 111). Community-based sources were 
particularly relevant to this study because it focuses on how place and media production and 
consumption intersect in regional Australia. 
 
But never the bush 
The radio studies field is further narrowed when the geographic focus of Australian radio research 
is considered, with most work concentrated on metropolitan-based radio services. A focus on the 
urban experience which is then conflated to become ‘the’ received version is not unique to the 
radio studies field. Robert C. Allen has argued cogently that the ‘now canonical account of early 
movie going in Manhattan’ did not apply to the majority of people living in the United States. In 
Australia, the socio-cultural experience of television viewing in regional areas was also distinct 
from that in capital cities. Television arrived late in the bush, and until the 1980s regional 
Australians had a single locally based commercial television service while metropolitan 
audiences had a choice of network providers. Yet conceptions of television audiences are 
inevitably bound up with urbanity and therefore reflect only part of the national experience. As 
                                                 
6 In Australia, however, there are some indications of an increasing interest in the field of radio studies. In 
2005 RMIT hosted the third International Radio Studies Conference in Melbourne attracting some 200 
attendees from around the world. This triggered the formation of an informal network of Australian radio-
audio researchers. The group has continued to encourage interaction between researchers, industry 
practitioners and archivists through annual seminar/conference events  
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historian Kate Darian-Smith points out, ‘non-urban Australia has undoubtedly received far less 
attention than it deserves in recent historical scholarship’ (Darian-Smith 92).  
 
In the radio studies field, there are some notable exceptions including van Vuuren’s examination 
of remote, rural and regional community participation in community radio, and studies of 
Aboriginal communities’ uses of the medium by Michael Meadows, Paul Scott and others (Glynn 
and Batty; Browne; Molnar; Scott). Rockhampton researcher Kate Ames’ studies of commercial 
FM discourse provide a rare examination of regional commercial radio (Ames 2003; Ames 2004; 
Ames 2007). My project’s holistic study of the development of a particular broadcast media form 
over time in a particular community offers a case study exemplar of commercial radio in rural 
life. While this thesis argues that localism policies catalysed a unique form of ‘bush’ radio that 
was very different to its metropolitan peers, this does not mean that all regional services and 
media communities were identical. The very nature of localism meant that each service was 
shaped by the particular interests of individual owners and their respective communities. While 
the nature of the particular intersection of place, ownership and audience undoubtedly created 
some programming and discourse particularities, all services had to comply with the same 
regulatory framework and were located within rural societies. Comparisons of commercial radio 
in the case study area of Mackay with other regional services show that its characteristics and 
development trajectory was consistent with broader national industry patterns at every stage of its 
history. 
Why Mackay? 
Mackay is located on the central Queensland coast, a little over an hour’s flight north of Brisbane. 
It is the hub city for a region with a population of 140,000 with some 78,000 living within 
Mackay City. The regional economy is based on hinterland coal mining and coastal tourism. 
Mackay’s population is younger than the state’s average and some of the outlying mining towns 
rank among Australia’s wealthiest. Mackay is located in a state that understands ‘regionality’ 
better than anywhere else in Australia. Queensland has long claimed the nation’s most 
decentralised population. Only Tasmania has a similar demographic history and dispersed 
population. All other states and territories have significant capital city populations with small 
populations outside the metropolis. While most of Queensland’s regional centres developed 
around ports along the coast, its transport hubs and connections were unusual in that they 
developed east ─ west with rail links from ports to hinterland areas. It was not until 1924 that a 
rail line connected the capital Brisbane to Cairns via major centres along the coast. Rural 
Queensland’s agricultural and mining products were not sent to national and overseas markets via 
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its capital city as in most other states. This relative isolation from the urban political centre of the 
state fostered the creation of regional communities with a strong sense of separate identity. 
Successive state political regimes adopted development policies that discouraged urbanisation 
and industrialisation and supported agricultural and mineral resource exports industries. As 
Cameron has argued: 
 
 [T]he political stigma associated with manufacturing remained largely unchallenged in 
 Queensland until well after the Second World War. The developmentalist zeal of 
Queensland colonial and state governments was avowedly pro-rural and anti-urban, with 
the secondary  industries generally considered less than worthy of government attention 
or aid. In Queensland, unlike the other eastern states, manufacturing was virtually ignored 
because urbanisation was more than counter-balanced by rural expansion and significant 
 decentralisation … A bias towards rural  development infused the political economy of 
 Queensland for most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. (Cameron) 
 
In the 1930’s when commercial radio started in regional Queensland, coastal rural towns like 
Mackay were still relatively isolated from each other and from Brisbane. A ‘constant fear of 
invasion from the north’ was another characteristic of life in regional Queensland which resulted 
in a number of schemes to populate northern areas (Cameron). This became palpable during the 
Second World War when many Queenslanders evacuated to Brisbane or further south as the 
battle for the Pacific came perilously close. Rural isolation encouraged self-reliance; it was a key 
factor in shaping community identity.  
 
I grew up in Mackay. My mother was a radio announcer for the local commercial and ABC 
stations for some thirty years. This gave me a heightened awareness of commercial radio as an 
everyday part of community life and the artifice of its production. I experienced this directly at an 
early age, nine or so, when I ‘hosted’ the Children’s Hour on the commercial station and played 
some of ‘my’ favourite music. These were all classical pieces chosen by my mother. Even at that 
age I was struck by the behind-the-scenes performance of producing natural-sounding radio 
discourse. I was fascinated by the contrast in the on- and off-air demeanour of my mother and her 
male announcer colleagues as they turned their ‘radio voices’ on and off. A trip to town with my 
mother was always a stop ─ start experience as she was constantly bailed up by passers by. ‘Who 
was that?’ I would ask when out of earshot. ‘I have no idea’ my mother would reply, ‘a listener’.  
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It was impossible for me to distinguish genuine acquaintances from ‘listeners’ as listeners 
behaved towards her with a long-standing familiarity that presumed a mutual knowledge and my 
mother responded in kind so as not to cause offence. At the annual agricultural show, country 
women would wait by the outside broadcast console until a program break and clutch my 
mother’s hand in tears at meeting her. ‘I’m Shirley from Nebo and I’ve been listening to you for 
twenty years, love. Sometimes I talk back to you during the show and you’re the only person I 
speak to all day.’ 
 
My mother’s work gave me insights into the production processes and day-to-day operations of local 
commercial and ABC radio stations. Later I worked at Mackay ABC radio as a freelance ‘stringer’ 
writing news stories, before working as a journalist for the local newspaper. I have also lived in 
Townsville and Cairns for long periods. This has given me a first-hand understanding of the 
structures, changes and developments in regional media environments. To some degree, the project 
has been informed by my long-term lived familiarity with the dynamics of regional towns and their 
media systems.  
 
Mackay’s local media environment between 1931 and 2007 reflects a development pattern 
repeated in rural towns across the nation. Local broadcast media monopolies prevailed in regional 
Australia for many decades with the active support of Commonwealth government policies. Like 
most regional towns, Mackay was initially serviced by a sole family-owned commercial radio 
station, 4MK, which was later bought out by a metropolitan-owned network and eventually an 
overseas conglomerate. The local newspaper bought into the station early in its development. 
This was also a common pattern of cross-media ownership in regional and metropolitan Australia. 
For many decades, Commonwealth Government policies mandated local broadcast media 
ownership, required specified local programming content and provided local owners with 
geographic monopolies. The history of commercial radio ownership in Mackay illustrates a 
characteristic pattern in which local cross-media ownership is eventually overtaken by network 
ownership, followed by an explosion of media buyouts after deregulation.  
 
Commercial radio operations in Mackay have been owned by a colourful who’s who of 
Australian and international media moguls and conglomerates. Disgraced media and tourism 
entrepreneur Christopher Skase; former high-profile television journalist and media network 
owner Mike Willesee; Australia’s biggest media buyer Harold Mitchell; television and radio 
media mogul Reg Grundy; private health care and Prime Television network owner Paul Ramsay; 
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the Macquarie Bank; and the UK-owned Daily Mail Group have all owned commercial radio 
operations in Mackay. Changes in Australian media ownership laws and licensing regulations 
have significantly altered regional commercial radio, and the Mackay case study provides a 
detailed analysis of the impacts of those policy changes at a local level. 
 
Key themes and approaches 
There are a number of themes and approaches that thread through this thesis. Community, place 
and the everyday are key concepts. Each term has multiple possible meanings, and they are 
frequently applied in different ways in various fields of study. It is therefore important to explain 
the relevance and application of these concepts in this particular study. Community and place are 
entwined in this study as radio licences cover discrete geographic areas and licence ‘footprints’ 
align with areas of regional identity. Each of these key concepts is outlined below. 
 
Radio, like all mass media forms, can be understood through examination of aspects of its 
production and its reception. In this project, regional commercial radio has been approached 
through an analysis of its regulatory environment. Broadcast policies have shaped the production 
and therefore the role of radio stations in their communities. In this study, reception is approached 
through advertising because commercial radio stations ‘construct’ specific audiences to meet 
advertisers’ needs. It is audience that is the product of commercial radio. Ratings measure 
audiences according to the characteristics sought by advertisers, and the industry uses audience 
research as a marketing tool for selling advertising time. The ‘science’ of ratings methods has 
been criticised for being designed to suit the revenue goals of networks and advertisers, rather 
than to record objectively the preferences of the listening public (Meehan 63). However, because 
understanding audience behaviour is a key business driver, industry research extends beyond 
ratings surveys to examine listeners’ relationship with radio, patterns of listening, attentiveness 
and comparative media consumption. As audience is virtually ignored in the radio studies field, 
this project introduces international and Australian industry research to the field.  
Community 
Radio broadcast licences in Australia cover discrete geographic areas which usually correlate 
with what the radio audience would understand as ‘my town’ or ‘my region’. The concept of 
community is completely entwined with that of localism as a broadcasting policy. We need to 
unpick what community means in this study of localism. German sociologist Tönnies’ concepts of 
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gemeinschaft (community) and gesellschaft (society) are often used in rural studies as descriptors 
for rural and metropolitan life respectively, although Tönnies himself developed them as ‘themes 
for analysis’, not necessarily social forms which were specific to settlement types (Phillips). 
Nevertheless, gemeinschaft, which depends on ‘close personal relationships based on kinship, 
linked to place through a common habitat, and sharing co-operation and co-ordinated action for a 
common good’ has become closely linked with concepts of rural community (Harper 162). In 
contrast, gesellschaft relies on individuals acting through self-interest in formal, contractual 
impersonal relationships that Tönnies linked to industrialisation (Harper 163). Both conceptions 
of human systems for living can operate in parallel in the same geographic territory.  
The pre-deregulation rural community of commercial radio listeners closely aligns with the 
concept of gemeinschaft or community, as the audience had a territorial boundary and the audio 
content and the practice of listening contributed to the community’s social well-being. Before 
deregulation, radio’s ability to create a broad community of listeners in regional areas was 
reinforced by the spatially specific and monopolistic nature of its service. Its discourse and 
commercials frequently mentioned people, events, news and services which were a part of 
listeners’ everyday lives. Along with the local newspaper, radio extended social knowledge 
beyond kinship, sporting and work groups to create a ‘town’ or regional community knowledge 
as a binding social mechanism. Radio’s information ‘work’ was undertaken in a less formal and 
more intimate style than that of the newspaper. While both the newspaper and radio (during its 
sole station years) marked rite of passage moments such as births, deaths and marriages, radio 
also broadcast church services, Hospital Hour programs7 and local musical or theatrical 
performances. Radio intersected with and shared the day-to-day events of everyday life, conjuring 
up, building, consolidating and deepening links which might or might not have pre-existed. In 
doing so, it created a ‘new’ form of community and commercial radio discourse. It was a daily 
touchstone for concepts of community identity.  
The obvious synergy between local radio audience and community was particularly strong in the 
seven decades during which licensees had monopoly status in their broadcast areas. Localism as 
practised in regional commercial radio was an influential and quotidian contributor to 
gemeinschaft in their communities. In Australia, ‘community’ remains a key organising structure 
for the rhetoric about and relations within rural societies (Liepins, "Exploring Rurality"). While 
accepting the mutable nature of rural societies, this premise presupposes that the individuals who 
                                                 
7 These were made up of interviews with patients in the local hospital along with their musical requests. 
 28
constitute a community hold a common understanding of what community means to them. While 
there are many contributors to the process of community definition, local media clearly play a 
pivotal part in developing, changing and perpetuating particular concepts of community identity.  
For example, in post-war Mackay, 4MK and the local newspaper actively promoted the 
development of the infant tourism industry, working against prevailing views that tourists were 
more an irritation than an economic boon (McLean). While support for the new industry was 
couched in ‘public good’ terms, both media sought to benefit from new advertising revenue and 
extend their audience and readership to encompass the floating population of tourists. Indeed, 
4MK actively counted and promoted the estimated tourist visitors as part of its audience ("4MK 
Rate Card 1967"). Community is a social phenomenon which incorporates people, meanings, 
practices and spaces or structures. An examination of the temporal, geographic, political and 
discursive context in which a community exists reveals the interplay between people and ideas of 
place. This project investigates how commercial radio’s discourse has contributed to shared 
notions of community. 
In doing so, this study provides a framework for better understanding the material and cultural 
dimensions of the ‘imagined and intentional “communities” that spread across many geographic 
places’ (Liepins, "New Energies" 29). While community is a ‘slippery concept’ (Dempsey 140), 
in this study the term is applied to commercial radio’s ‘community’ of listeners. This community 
has a geographic boundary in that radio’s potential audience is confined to the broadcast 
‘footprint’ of a regional licence area. Within that area, the actual audience is comprised of those 
who listen regularly to a particular station. In Australia before deregulation, the regional 
commercial radio audience was in many ways almost synonymous with the actual geographic 
community. When this audience reach was combined with the quotidian nature of its service, 
radio listeners constituted a substantial assembly of community that was unmatched by rival 
media in Mackay until commercial television arrived in 1968.  
Radio audience as community 
Studies of the services and infrastructure that sustain rural communities routinely ignore the role 
of local media (Baum et al.; Stimson, Baum and O'Connor). Instead the authors analyse historical 
ABS measures such as household income levels, education levels, occupation types, industry 
categories, welfare dependency and investment in housing.  This quantitative data fails to reveal 
the ‘social glue’, and cultural mechanisms such as civil society organisations and local media, 
which can underpin and sustain otherwise vulnerable communities. By these measures, a new 
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mining community could be deemed successful because of high income and employment 
indicators even though it might lack important community infrastructure and be characterised by 
high alcohol consumption, social dysfunction and marital breakdown.  
 
National rural development projects aimed at capacity building in rural communities focus on 
access to internet technologies as an essential communication component while failing to 
consider the role of existing local media (Macadam et al.). A 2004 Rural Industries and Research 
Development Corporation study earnestly warns against a ‘silo’ approach to rural community 
capacity building. But when the involvement of essential community ‘stakeholders’ and 
‘institutions’ is discussed, the study limits inclusion to state government agencies, farmers, 
Landcare groups, politicians and agricultural research and development institutions without any 
apparent irony (Macadam et al.). Rural communities are complex social organisms which need to 
be understood in terms of the interaction between people and institutions, not just through 
aggregations of individual statistical measures of income and expenditure or particular rural 
industry sectors. 
 
Sociologist Ken Wilkinson claims three interconnecting elements are essential to the concept of 
community. They are local ecology or place and social organisation or people who undertake 
collective actions. ‘In fact, the “self,” a most important social quality of the person, is grounded in 
contacts and involvements in everyday life, mainly in the local society’. (Wilkinson) Until the 
mid-1990s in regional Australia, listening to commercial radio met these criteria for community 
as it encompassed most of the people in a particular place undertaking a collective action. While 
listening may be perceived as a passive activity rather than a ‘collective action’, it is nevertheless 
a form of knowledge seeking or contact with others. When one takes into account the percentage 
of the community that regularly (if not every day) sought knowledge from a single, and more 
importantly local, source, it is difficult to discount radio’s importance or influence. Indeed, it is 
hard to think of any other daily practice which was as broadly socially embedded and constitutive 
of community. Through listening to radio’s local discourse, regional communities developed 
shared understandings about their community, its people and institutions, and their connection 
with (or perhaps exclusion from) it.  
 
Apart from local news, the radio program schedule included birthday calls, funeral notices, 
marriage notices, reports by local politicians and clergy, local interviews and charitable club 
news. Few, if any, of these community-focused programs survived the move to generic radio 
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formats that followed deregulation. Even the advertisements conveyed broad information on new 
businesses to town, sales and local entertainment events. Post-deregulation commercials cover a 
narrower spectrum as they are tailored for a particular demographic group. Radio’s active ‘calls’ 
for action which include advertising, requests for particular information or feedback, listener 
music requests and competitions promote the idea of immediate interactivity with its audience in 
a way that can not be experienced with other media. They also create a sense of listening as a 
shared activity. In contrast, letters to the editor in the local newspaper provide a delayed and 
more formal mechanism for the reader to communicate with the broader community.  
 
One of the most distinguishing factors of life in a rural community is the high level of repeated 
interaction between people and the resultant high level of visibility this confers on each person 
(Richmond 23). Before deregulation, commercial radio’s daily discourse contributed to the 
community ‘visibility’ of not only its announcers but also local politicians, civic leaders, 
advertisers, clergy, business people and even call-in listeners. Commercial radio reinforced these 
existing hierarchies and networks at a local level. A sense of place and community was 
underwritten, reinforced and to a certain extent ‘performed’ on radio. 4MK’s pre-deregulation 
audience encompassed males and females of virtually all age groups from children through to the 
elderly. The daytime audience accounted for most of the population until the mid-1990s when 
rival commercial FM stations set up and community radio started in Mackay.  
 
In 2007 the audio space that covers the geographic community of Mackay offered listeners a 
choice of four commercial stations, three ABC national stations, ABC state services, a local ABC 
service, an Indigenous radio service and a community radio station. Locality in radio has been 
dismantled. Whereas the regional commercial radio audience was once primarily defined by its 
location, that ‘community’ of listeners is now disaggregated by networked generic radio formats 
according to age, gender and musical taste. Regional communities now have more media choices 
but fewer opportunities to hear about themselves and their own concerns. This undermines the 
development of a shared sense of community based on a common place or gemeinschaft, and 
rural life becomes more disconnected and characterised by gesellschaft. 
 
Socialisation of place: Why place matters  
Regional radio is by definition an entity with a geographic boundary. Local stations rely on and 
build a sense of ‘place’ to the extent that radio’s construction of ‘community’ becomes pivotal to 
many people’s understanding of where they live. A sense of place is fuelled by sentiments of 
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inclusion, belonging and connectedness to the past which roots individuals in a common social 
and cultural place, binding them with a shared identity, and a localised version of selfhood (Basso 
85). Sociologists, anthropologists and psychologists widely accept that there is a close 
relationship between the social processes that influence the development of self, and time and 
place (Kellehear).  The construction of collective or community spatial identity relies on common 
understandings of what is acceptable and possible, and it has associated potent political, cultural 
and social power: 
 
Spatialisation is an integral part of our sense of the good life, a cultural sense of how we 
compose ourselves within the events of everyday life. Social spatialisations are social 
formations which connect the here and now, the ‘near’, or the face-to-face and present-at-
hand, to the ‘distant’, the future and the possible. They connect what could be called the 
‘real’ in a place which is nominally present at hand with its intangible or ‘virtual’ qualities, 
its potentialities: What a place can be, what its good for, who might belong to it and how, 
and what people can become there (Shields, "A Sense of Place"). 
 
Before deregulation, individual regional commercial radio stations formed social spatialisations 
through a daily articulation of what their town was, is and could be, and in doing so they created a 
common understanding of community.  
 
The significance of spatialisation is demonstrated in a 2007 UK study into the importance of local 
content in non-metropolitan commercial radio commissioned by the national broadcast regulator, 
Ofcom. The study found that community newcomers particularly valued commercial radio’s 
discourse. The new arrivals cited commercial radio as an important source of integrating 
information and knowledge of their new community, saying it conveyed a feel for the character of 
the area via its presenters, community features and even its advertising (Essential Research 17). 
Listeners were asked to rank the relative importance of local content against generic commercial 
radio content such as music, national news, national sport and weather. They deemed core 
functional local content (news, weather and traffic) more important than national news and 
second overall to music, which all age groups identified as the most important form of content 
(Essential Research 19). Commercial radio was the preferred source of local content over local 
press and television, and the internet. This was attributed to radio’s accessibility and ‘liveness’, 
which meant listeners were receiving information ‘on the fly’ from a live voice.  
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Unlike the ‘imagined community’ of a nation state, regional communities develop precise 
geographical, social and cultural notions of ‘their place’ and its people through everyday 
proximity. Have place and geography become less relevant to notions of community because of 
the broadcast, satellite internet and print media choices that are now available to regional 
citizens?  Perhaps Australian regional communities are now so permeated by external influences 
that each ‘community’ becomes much like any other. Certainly the ‘sound’ of commercial format 
radio has become generic. Audiences are subjected to the same programming solutions as the 
‘global hegemony of market-led economics dictates cheap, mass-appeal pop music or cheap 
phone-ins, both wrapped in well defined brands being adopted world wide’ (Hendy, 62). In 
Europe, despite distinct national cultural and language differences, Jauert claims ‘the sound of 
commercial local radios is more or less the same whether you are in Tromsoe in Norway or in 
Florence in Italy’ (Jauert 94). While there may be some need to question the salience of ‘place’ in 
the notion of community in an electronically connected world (Walmsley 5), the existence of a 
gulf between those who live in regional or rural areas and those who live in major cities remains a 
strongly held belief in regional Australia. It was this notion that motivated and underpinned the 
localism policies which were formative in the regional development of commercial radio. Chapter 
2 will further detail the development and deployment of localism as a place-based Australian 
broadcast policy.  
Everyday radio 
Henri Lefebvre’s examinations of everyday life provide useful frameworks for discovering the 
power relationships hidden in everyday life’s commonplace activities, the depths concealed by its 
triviality. He looked for the extraordinary in everyday ordinariness (Lefebvre, Everyday Life 37). 
Lefebvre defined the everyday ‘as a set of functions which connect and join together systems that 
might appear to be distinct’ (Lefebvre, "The Everyday" 9) The concept of everyday life has 
become a pivotal idea in critical theory discourse, particularly in cultural studies and sociology. 
However, as with much postmodern social theory, the everyday’s stable reference point is the city 
(Creed and Ching 7). While it is now accepted that studies of everyday life can unearth and 
decode micro-practices that shed light on societal and economic power relationships, much of this 
work is focused on urbanised practices. This study examines the everyday practice of radio 
listening.  
 
Lefebvre’s examination of everyday connections and power relationships made him a pioneer of 
the concept that became known as globalism, as he identified international influences manifesting 
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in everyday lives (Shields, "Henri Lefebvre" 1). He proposed that a useful critique of everyday 
life, or how we live, requires data derived from the juxtaposition of ‘facts’ from a number of 
individual’s lives with the ‘human truths’ derived from their own conscious interpretation of their 
lives. Lefebvre was interested in the subjective experiences of real people. This approach was 
later adopted by Michel de Certeau who mined the minutiae of everyday life in France through 
the examination of practices such as cooking and watching television (de Certeau, The Practice of 
Everyday Life; de Certeau, Giard and Mayol). Here the examination of radio listening reveals the 
hitherto unacknowledged cultural power of commercial radio in regional communities. Until the 
mid-1990s, listening to country radio was a totally different experience to tuning into capital city 
commercial radio.  
 
In 1947 Lefebvre described radio as a ‘leisure machine’ which offered the masses a pleasurable 
liberation and respite from the difficulties of daily life in a modern industrial civilisation 
(Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life 33). The practice of listening to the radio has evolved from 
that time to become an activity that is interleaved with the rhythms of daily life. Commercial 
radio is (with television) one of the prime suppliers of popular culture content. Everyday life and 
popular culture are so conceptually entwined that ‘everydayness is frequently understood as the 
popular … expressed in the activities of daily life’ (Sandywell 165). Manufacturing, cinematic 
and broadcasting technologies deployed in the last century have created mass audiences with a 
quotidian appetite for popular culture content, to the extent that ‘everyday life has become 
synonymous with what’s on television or radio, what’s in the newspaper or magazines, what’s on 
at the cinema or what’s in the shops’ (Nightingale 141). To this list we can now add the internet 
as a daily source of information. However, despite the increased number of alternative popular 
culture delivery mechanisms, commercial radio remains a favoured ─ indeed often central ─ 
media form in many people’s lives.  
 
Radio’s power lies in its everyday nature.  Audiences have a different relationship with radio than 
they have with other mass media forms. Radio has built a reputation as a reliable source of 
information through entertaining five generations of listeners. Its historical role in ‘our 
socialisation has built for radio a reputation for truth and honesty’ (Shingler and Wieringa 95). 
Radio is the broadcast medium that is most grounded in the everyday. Because it is a cheaper and 
more flexible technology than television, radio monitors the pulse of the everyday without 
stepping too far behind or ahead of it. Today’s stories are the prime content of commercial radio. 
While it may flag and promote upcoming events, its main concerns are of the moment, such as 
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the weather, the news, what will be on television, traffic reports and celebrity gossip. In many 
ways, commercial radio defines and articulates the zeitgeist of the everyday. Listeners develop an 
affective8 relationship with their preferred radio station that differs from their relationship with 
television networks or stations. Radio listening is characterised by an emotional attachment which 
may in part be attributed to radio’s role as a key channel for music. Even AM ‘talk’ stations play 
music which appeals to their particular demographic. Advertisers exploit the unique 
characteristics of radio to build close connections with listeners (Radio Ad Effectiveness Lab 
Inc"Personal Relevance" ).  
 
In the Uses of Television, John Hartley positions television as the creator of a new form of ‘media 
citizenship’ (Hartley 157). Hartley attributes television’s influence to its quotidian capacity to 
make ‘sense, meaning, consciousness, subjectivity, knowledge and pleasure’ for large audiences 
(Hartley 7). Television does have an influential role in the social development of concepts of 
individual identity and community. But radio was in the business of daily sense-making long 
before television appeared, and it is still a major daily signifier of time, identity, place and 
community for massive audiences. Yet post-television ‘format radio still attracts little but disdain 
from academic researchers’ (Hilmes, "Rethinking Radio" 10 - 11).  
 
This project examines how the everyday social practice of listening to a sole commercial station 
in a particular community over many decades influenced broader notions such as community 
identity. In doing so, it provides an example of the way in which  ‘modes of neo-liberal 
governance … work between public institutions and private lives at both international and 
national levels, shaping civic or civil habits, tastes and dispositions in ways that are all the more 
effective for not being obtrusive’ (Mercer, "Towards Cultural Citizenship").  
 
Over time, regional radio’s audio map of local events, weather, news, interviews, programs and 
chat has had an accretive effect. It created and shaped concepts of whom and what were 
acceptable and admirable, and conversely what was to be resisted or shunned. This world view as 
articulated by the sole commercial radio station became a locally understood outlook. It may not 
necessarily have been an agreed ‘world view’, but it was one which was known in common by 
the local audience.  
 
                                                 
8 Affective responses are a subset of emotional responses and refer to subjective feelings such as happiness, 
sadness, fear, anger, etc. Emotional responses also include physiological reactions and facial expressions.   
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Radio audience 
Academic broadcast audience research has largely been based on screen audiences. While this 
research is focused on another mass media form, screen studies provide useful theoretical models 
and frameworks for radio. Virginia Nightingale’s book, Studying Audiences: The Shock of the 
Real, provides a sound overview of the development of audience studies and the shift from a 
privileging of broadcasters’ texts or content to examinations of audience behaviours. Research 
with audiences of popular television programs by David Morley, Ien Ang, John Tulloch and 
David Buckingham support the theory of audiences as ‘interpretative communities’ who find their 
own meanings through discursive work. Their work detailed the complexity of studying 
audiences and questioned earlier assumptions about audience attention and retention through 
direct observation of television viewing practices (Ang 1987; Ang 1989; Ang 1991; Buckingham 
1987; Buckingham 1993; Morley 1986; Morley 1992; Tulloch and Moran 1986; Tulloch 2000).  
 
Audience studies supported the poststructuralist challenge to the ‘existence of a universal 
underlying structure determining social or cultural behaviour’ through a focus on the 
‘contradictory, dynamic elements of culture, and the ‘unpredictability of language, culture or 
social systems’ (Murphie and Potts 28). Television became the preferred research object for 
examinations of how audiences use broadcast programs ‘as an element in everyday life’ (Tulloch, 
Watching Television Audiences 30). Equivalent examination of commercial radio’s role as a 
parallel channel for popular culture is limited. Notable exceptions include Albert Moran’s Stay 
Tuned: the Australian Broadcasting Reader, and work by UK researchers Paddy Scannell and 
David Hendy is also somewhat relevant. However Scannell and Hendy’s research was largely 
based on BBC audiences (Hendy 2000; Scannell, Radio, Television, and Modern Life; Scannell, 
“Introduction: The Relevance of Talk”; Scannell, A Social History of British Broadcasting).  
 
The studies which are of most relevance to the current project are those which examine mass 
media consumption in daily life (Bennett, Emmison and Frow; Nightingale). The value of these 
examinations of the absorption, digestion and adaptation of media texts into ‘lived lives’ has been 
contested because they often rely on the testimony of limited representative subjects from 
particular socioeconomic groups (Eriksson). This reflects the focus on class by many of the 
British researchers. While the research is at times revealing in testing the audience behaviour 
assumptions of previous media scholars, the information provided is in the form of a ‘slice of life’ 
from a small sample. The results do not lend necessarily lend weight to the development of 
generalised knowledge about audience behaviours.  
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In this project, I undertook some primary qualitative audience research through small-group 
interviews and discussions. This project gave me first-hand experience of the difficulties of 
qualitative audience research. The mediation of radio into life is a complex matter which is 
subject to both external competition from rival sources of entertainment and also to the individual 
rhythm of the different stages of life: childhood, teens, young adult, middle age and retirement. I 
planned to glean some understanding of how commercial radio had figured in people’s lives by 
asking elderly people to reflect on their use and enjoyment of radio at various life stages. 
However, while all group participants were lifelong heavy radio listeners, they invariably focused 
on details about particular programs or personalities and found it difficult to generalise about the 
role of radio itself and their listening habits on their everyday lives. They would recall particular 
radio moments when things went wrong such as an announcer playing Slim Dusty’s The Old 
Grey Mare She Ain’t What She Used To Be immediately after a funeral notice for an elderly 
woman. Another boycotted Red Robin Socks forty years ago because of an irritating radio 
commercial.  
 
Because the participants were keen to please me as the researcher and provide me with the ‘right’ 
answers, it became obvious that respondents were manufacturing the answers they thought I 
wanted. When I asked whether they recalled commercials for Bex and Vincent’s powders, a 
respondent recalled her mother-in-law’s breakfast; lunch and dinner table settings always 
included a Bex on her side plate. She then added uncertainly that she thought she remembered the 
advertisements. One useful and consistent piece of information gained concerned the primacy of 
local news and a distaste for commercial radio’s flippant and superficial news coverage in 2006 
compared with 4MK’s past news coverage when it was a sole station. ‘There was no silly 
giggling and banter then and accidents were reported fully with names and ages’ ("Amos 
Interview"). The difficulty participants had in articulating and separating out the influence of 
radio from the myriad other factors which shaped their social and cultural lives is itself of 
interest. It illustrates the deeply embedded nature of a medium which remains an important part 
of their daily lives. Mexican researcher Hector Gomez Vargas’s study of the social uses of radio 
from the perspective of a person’s life and history shows how difficult it is to move beyond the 
banal and the obvious ─ for example, radio influences musical tastes and preferences despite 
exhaustive questioning about listening practices (Gomez Vargas).  
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The most useful existing data (indeed virtually the only data) on radio’s long-term effects and 
how audiences relate to radio are drawn from surveys and research commissioned by the 
commercial radio industry, because it has a core interest in identifying rival media use and the 
listening behaviours of particular age and gender groups. The findings of US, UK and Australian 
industry-commissioned research are consistent in their characterisation of listener responses to 
radio. Chapter 3 examines radio’s appeal for its listeners and advertisers. 
Industry audience research  
Because it is the primary source of income, advertising is a major influence on commercial 
radio’s structure, programming, discourse and flow. Advertising is also a sector that is subject to 
government regulatory control aimed at protecting the public from deceptive and misleading 
advertising practices. As with media regulation in general, radio advertising rules have been 
relaxed and it is now largely managed within a self-regulatory industry-based framework. 
Obviously it is crucial that those in the business of radio understand their listeners’ behaviours 
because it is ‘audience’ that they sell to advertisers. Commercial radio licensees therefore need to 
be able to demonstrate that they have both audience reach and impact. Regional commercial 
radio’s programming and discourse styles were accordingly distinct from those of their 
metropolitan peers which were completely ruled by advertising’s pragmatic goals. Post-
deregulation regional commercial radio is now virtually indistinguishable from its capital city 
counterparts because advertising is now the predominant force that shapes services.  
 
The commercial radio industry in Australia, the United States and the United Kingdom 
commissions extensive research into topics such as audience behaviours, effective advertising 
strategies and comparative media effectiveness (RAB, A Word in Your Ear; RAB, You Can't 
Close Your Ears; Radio Ad Effectiveness Lab Inc , The Benefits of Synergy; Radio Ad 
Effectiveness Lab Inc , Personal Relevance; FARB Submission). While these reports are 
commissioned for commercial purposes, they nevertheless provide useful insights into 
comparative media advantage, media mix strategies, audience consumption patterns and reception 
characteristics which cannot be found elsewhere. This research is mobilised by industry when 
making key decisions on policy and operational matters such as bidding for new licences, pricing 
policies, programming, copywriting, scheduling and staffing. As Morley has acknowledged, 
while audiences can interpret meanings, this ability is hardly equivalent to centralised media 
institutions’ discursive power in constructing the texts (Morley, Television, Audiences and 
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Cultural Studies 31). This project introduces industry-commissioned research and analysis to an 
academic field.  
 
Many of the key agencies, processes, practices and institutional frameworks that underpin our 
national consumer culture were first developed through commercial radio (Leiss et al.; Howden).  
As a daily source of social identity information, radio packages music, lifestyle chat, and product 
and service advertising for particular identity groups. Langer describes how electronic media 
coach children and young adults in the ‘idea that the self can be made and remade through 
consumption ─ an idea central to the cultural logic of consumer capitalism’ (Langer 63). Results 
of Commercial Economic Advisory Service of Australia (CEASA) surveys show that commercial 
radio accounts for 9.3 per cent of total advertising revenue in Australia (Commercial Radio-a 
Snapshot, 1). In 2003, national industry body Commercial Radio Australia (CRA) launched a 
three-year $60 million campaign to raise the profile of radio advertising, a significant industry 
investment which has proved to be effective in increasing revenues (Commercial Radio-a 
Snapshot, 2). When one considers the myriad of channels for advertising which include letterbox 
drops, billboards, magazines, newspapers, free-to-air television, cable television, cinema, and the 
internet and bus signage, this is a substantial revenue percentage. However, within the limited 
field of radio studies, advertising has largely been ignored as a key structural influence.  
 
John Spierings is one of the few researchers to examine the role of advertisers in radio in his 
chapter ‘Broadcasters and Advertisers’ in the Australian Broadcasting Reader. He notes that 
advertisers were most obviously influential in the 1950s when Australian advertising agencies 
such as George Patterson and J. Walter Thompson were active program production houses. 
George Patterson had its own production unit with ‘script writers, comperes, producers, directors, 
arrangers and an orchestra of sixty musicians’ while the J.Walter Thompson agency ‘staged and 
recorded leading shows such as Dad and Dave, Martin’s Corner, Lux Radio Theatre and 
Australia’s Amateur Hour’ (Spierings 34 - 35). Advertising agencies no longer take such a 
vertically integrated role. The business is now fragmented into companies which buy all forms of 
media on behalf of clients, entities which sell radio advertising on behalf of regional stations, 
creative firms that produce commercials and advertising agencies which master plan campaigns 
and more. Sole advertising agencies no longer wield immense power, major media buyers such as 
Harold Mitchell who buy space on behalf of advertising clients are now the most influential 
agents in the advertising business.  
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Most research into the comparative benefits of advertising on radio and television is derived from 
industry studies (Bedford; Radio Ad Effectiveness Lab Inc; Eastman, Ferguson and Killen; Bolls, 
Lang and Potter; Radio Advertising Bureau). Industry reports and licensing reviews provide 
breakdowns on the local/national advertising mix of regional radio, and demonstrate that local 
advertisers dominate regional revenues. Although they effectively fund the business, advertisers 
and their agencies have largely escaped attention from both scholars and the broadcasting 
regulatory authorities (Adequacy of Radio Services in Non-Metropolitan Australia 763).  
International radio studies 
In seeking useful data from international radio studies, I have been mindful of the significant 
differences that have prevailed in the development history of broadcasting systems in Europe and 
the USA. In some cases, however, particularly in relation to deregulation, it has been useful to 
contextualise the Australian experience with those of the USA and New Zealand. Australia 
operates a pluralist system which offers a range of public broadcast radio services alongside 
commercial services. ‘It could be said that the Australian system of broadcasting grew out of the 
conditions of population and geography of the country, rather than the government’s desire to 
enter the broadcasting field.’(Mackay 3) This is quite different to the United Kingdom, New 
Zealand and many Western European nations, where the public broadcasting system was, for 
many decades, the only broadcaster and commercial services are relatively recent. In Europe, 
media policy was framed in terms of public responsibility (Corner 7). European radio services 
were also largely metropolitan based, and relayed to rural areas until the start of local radio in the 
1970s and even later in some nations (Scannell, A Social History; Jauert).9 In the United States, 
the opposite applied, with the market always having been dominated by commercial broadcasters 
which were geographically dispersed (although often networked) around the nation (Hilmes, Only 
Connect).  
 
While the United Kingdom and the United States have for decades demonised each other’s radio 
broadcasting systems as respectively chaotic, trashy and populist (US) or elitist and government 
controlled (UK), American radio scholar Michelle Hilmes has identified some core similarities. 
Hilmes makes the point that, despite their differences, within both systems ‘centralized power and 
nationalizing standards worked to curtail public participation, impose deeply ideological 
standards and limit any threatened upset of established social hierarchies’ (Hilmes, 'British 
                                                 
9In Sweden, commercial radio was not legalised until 1993 (Jauert 97). 
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Quality, American Chaos" 26).10 While aspects of European, North American and New Zealand 
radio research are helpful, it is important to read this work with an understanding of the particular 
originating mediascape to determine their relevance to the Australian context.  
Research challenges and sources 
Within the field of international radio studies, there has been some discussion on the development 
of the archive as a ‘fetishized object in the field of knowledge’ (Dolan 65). Dolan has pointed out 
that scholars’ preoccupation with matters such as the privileging of audio records over the text-
based archive is problematic in itself because it distracts from new fields of study such as the 
cultural practice of listening to the radio (Dolan 70). The archive argument is also somewhat 
specious for the commercial radio researcher faced with a comparative dearth of both audio and 
documentary archival sources. It does, however, demonstrate that the radio studies field is 
generally focused on public radio sectors which are good record keepers, such as the BBC in the 
UK and the ABC in Australia. Within this field, the emphasis is on ‘texts’ rather than audience 
reception.  
 
Public broadcasters’ intentions and actions are the preferred sites for scholarly examination while 
the audience largely remains invisible and silent. This may reflect not only the difficulty of 
accessing listener responses but also a more distant relationship with audience on the part of 
public broadcasters. Public radio has the comparative luxury of funding that is not critically 
connected to audience response and ratings share. In contrast, commercial radio relies for its very 
existence on its ability to build and sell audiences to advertisers.  
 
Research into both public and community radio is relevant for this thesis, and the final chapter 
examines the rival radio ecosystem for commercial radio in Mackay. Archived documents from 
the ABC relating to the operations of its 4QA station in Mackay and local newspaper articles 
provide insights into the role of localism in ABC regional services. The ABC’s metropolitan-led 
hierarchy is illustrated through meeting minutes and letters on particular radio events. 
Programming decision  
processes, particularly those that relate to the use of ‘local’ talent,  illustrate a centralised 
management style that contrasted markedly with that of localised commercial radio operations 
("Minutes of ABC Representatives Conference- Queensland 1962"; J. Williams; "Move to Axe 
                                                 
10 British, European and American studies offered some valuable analysis of aspects of radio such as the 
development of format radio, radio audiences, advertising and impact of technology changes. See 
Appendix 3. 
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ABC Stations Attacked"; "Changes Affect ABC Mackay"; Mellick; "Staff Celebrates 60 Years of 
Aunty"; "ABC Radio 4QA Moves to FM"). A number of academic studies of the development of 
ABC and community radio contain useful background information on the national rollout of ABC 
regional radio and community radio (Connolly; Griffen-Foley, "The Birth of a Hybrid"; C. Jones; 
Mackay; Moran, Stay Tuned; Thomas; M. Thompson; Thornley; van Vuuren "Community 
Participation").   
 
While commercial radio archival material is scarce, especially at an industry level the National 
Screen and Sound Archive Collection includes a series of oral history interviews with regional 
commercial broadcast staff ("Interview Jack Gleeson"; "Interview Ian Wood"; "Interview 
G.Mckennariey"; "Interview Ian Cousins"; "Interview Greg Bolderow"). These interviews helped 
to build a picture of the development pattern of regional commercial broadcasting. An interview 
with the former long-term 4MK manager, Norm Jackson was a particularly valuable record 
("Interview Norm Jackson"). Jackson detailed the impact of television, changing formats and the 
station’s commitment to localism. The Archive’s audio recordings of quiz show, variety shows, 
comedy shows and serials from the 1940s and 1950s provide an insight into the era’s popular 
entertainment formats, discourse styles and the intermingling of advertising and entertainment 
content (Variety Radio Style, ; Tune in To, ; Ask Me Another, ; Dad & Dave from Snake Gully, ; 
Christmas with Mrs 'Obbs).     
 
 
This chapter has demonstrated that radio in general is under-researched and under-estimated, and 
that commercial radio in particular deserves more attention as an influential media form. For 
close to six decades, Australia’s broadcasting regulations gave regional commercial radio stations 
significant social, cultural and political power in communities across the nation. The federal 
government’s localism framework offset advertising as the main determiner of the shape and 
nature of commercial radio creating a unique radio service in non-urban areas. Yet, despite being 
everywhere, regional radio is the least researched sector of the industry. Even rural studies’ 
examinations of the practices, meanings, spaces and structures that shape erode or sustain rural 
communities do not take account of commercial radio as a key infrastructure with close 
community connections and influence. This thesis demonstrates the long-term centrality of 
commercial radio in rural communities through a case study of Mackay. An examination of the 
deployment of broadcast media policies at a service level over time reveals the dramatic and 
sometimes unanticipated consequences regulations can have in the local arena. The Mackay study 
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is useful because media regulation affects hundreds of communities, and here the cumulative 
national impact is made meaningful.  
 
The study uses many theoretical approaches to examine radio as a tool for the development of 
community identity, a mechanism for socialisation of place, and the institutional powers behind 
the everyday practice of radio listening in country Australia. Until deregulation in the mid-1990s, 
regional commercial radio stations’ licence area, the local community and their radio audience 
were virtually synonymous. These media monopolies were mandated and monitored by 
government. The next chapter will investigate the motivations behind government’s use of 
localism policies as a support for ruralism and a countervailing measure to foreign influence and 
metropolitanism. 
 
This study is not intended to be definitive, but rather is an attempt to capture some sense of how 
commercial radio influenced its regional communities and how this relationship has 
fundamentally been structured by broadcasting policies. I have used empirical data and also 
attempted to understand the ‘subject’ of radio through the eyes of both its makers and its 
audiences. This is an approach that borrows from the practices of cultural studies to capture the 
lived experience of a country town over time.  
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Chapter 2  Localism: The periphery rules? 
 
 
 HOW TO DISSOLVE A COMMUNITY IN 3 EASY STEPS: 
 Take away local voices. Take away local content and replace it with Sydney Centric 
 rubbish… this is all over Australia now, every small town/regional city suffers from this 
 plague… No local content… because there is no-one AT your local radio station, just a 
 satellite uplink with a voice interstate. 
  Email from Brad to ABC Media Watch (Media Watch Regional Emails) 
 
 
In this chapter, I will argue that the Australian government’s mobilisation of localism in 
commercial radio between 1928 and the 1990s was an internationally innovative use of media 
regulation as a rural community support mechanism. Localism was a ‘public good’ social policy 
which was specifically devised to benefit regional and rural Australians. Broadly, localism in 
broadcasting incorporated a preference for local ownership, local staffing and production, local 
and live programming and the provision of local news and information. However, despite 
localism’s long standing as a foundation concept in broadcasting, it remains a contested term 
which is defined differently by the commercial radio industry, the ABC, the community radio 
sector, listeners and government. The long-term analysis of the deployment of this particular 
broadcast media policy enables a more precise understanding of the after-effects of media 
deregulation in non-metropolitan Australia. This investigation traces localism’s philosophical 
underpinnings and operations to reveal complex interactions between regulatory mechanisms, the 
spatial structure of media provision, programming and regulation’s effects on radio’s discourse 
and audience.  
 
Localism can be described in Foucauldian terms as a ‘little tactic of habitat’ which was used to 
challenge American and urban cultural influences ─ in this case exemplified by the global 
hegemony of network and generic format radio (Foucault 149). The implementation of localism 
created monopoly stations with discourse and programming styles that were quite distinct from 
those of metropolitan services. City stations were dominated by the exigencies of advertising, and 
commercial imperatives shaped all aspects of urban services. Localism was designed to create 
radio services that would meet government, rural commercial and general community interests. It 
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still has a place and, while it may be too late to restore localism to any significant degree in 
commercial radio, localism in radio is important and worth saving.  
 
The country and the city are not distinguished by geography or demography, but rather by their 
capacity to socialise a unique character and community. ‘City dwellers are more likely to derive 
identity from general social forces like class, occupation, status, even religious conviction …  
than forces tied to living in a specific city.’(Bonner)  Under the localism regime, daily radio 
programming disseminated detailed social information about the major life events of district 
listeners, forging a broad place-based social network. Country stations were required to 
demonstrate and report on the provision of community information as part of the annual licence 
renewal process. Accordingly, funeral notices, birth and marriage announcements, charity club 
news, interviews with hospital patients, reports by local politicians and clergy, church services, 
performances by local artists or groups and outside broadcasts from community events such as 
agricultural shows constituted local programming. Stations also had to report on the processes 
used to determine the needs and interests of the public in their service area. The daily provision of 
detailed information about local people, organisations and events worked to create a ‘bank’ of 
common knowledge for regional radio’s community of listeners. The community-focused and 
localised nature of commercial radio services in non-metropolitan Australia was mandated and 
monitored by government through a mutually beneficial, though often imprecise, regulatory 
regime.  
 
History of localism as a policy 
The differential treatment of regional commercial radio was related to an early decision in the 
1920s to adopt the best of the British and American broadcasting systems ‘while improving on 
them to suit Australian circumstances’ (Howden 30). The British system limited broadcasting 
rights to the government-funded BBC and did not allow commercial broadcasting. British 
program development and control was also largely centralised in London. In contrast, the North 
American broadcasting system was characterised by advertising-funded private enterprise 
operations. The American system was less centralised and more geographically distributed 
although some major network operations owned multiple stations. As early as 1928, the 
Australian government defined a policy framework for broadcasting that would encompass a 
publicly owned service which would be national in content and character, and a parallel 
commercial sector. The latter would be made up of independent privately owned enterprises 
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funded through advertising which would provide a ‘broadcasting service essentially local in 
character’ (DoC, Localism 11).   
 
In 1933, more than a third of Australians (37.4 per cent) lived in rural areas, and regional 
Australians had significant political clout. The cost of delivering radio services to regional 
Australians was beyond the capacity of the Commonwealth government so it made sense to look 
to commercial investment to develop the new industry. A two-class licence system was trialled by 
government. B class licences were funded by advertising and A class licences were funded 
through government-collected listener licence fees. In 1932, government established ABC radio 
which took over the existing A class operations and became ‘the’ national medium with a focus 
on educating and ‘elevating’ the cultural tastes of the Australian public (Howden).   
 
Successive conservative and Labor governments used localism in radio broadcasting as a 
legitimate social policy lever to support infrastructure and services that underpinned 
regional/rural life. Commercial licences were restricted to local owners who were deemed more 
able to meet the news and information needs of their particular community. This was a specific 
public-interest test that was applied only in regional Australia. Intervention was not deemed 
necessary in metropolitan areas as city audiences had a choice of commercial and ABC radio 
stations for local news and information. Government also wanted to ensure that regional 
commercial stations did not become relay stations for urban content and interests. In Australia, 
localism is linked to the concept of regionalism, which seeks to redress the concentration of 
power and decision-making in major metropolitan centres. Both localism and regionalism have at 
times been key policy drivers for political parties and Commonwealth and state government 
portfolios including communications, broadcasting, transport, education and health (Cavaye et al.; 
Madden).  
 
Localism was founded on the assumption that commercial radio would have a major influence on 
its individual communities of listeners and that government therefore had a particular 
responsibility to ensure that it served rural community needs. Broadcasting regulation historically 
has been based on the notions that broadcasting was, firstly, a particularly influential medium and 
secondly, that spectrum was a public and finite resource. Broadcasting was therefore treated 
differently from other mass media forms such as newspapers and magazines. They were classified 
as media that needed to be managed in ways that would meet public-interest goals (DoC, 
Localism). Media play multiple roles in society; they collect and disseminate information, 
 46
transmit social, cultural and political values, educate and entertain. The harnessing of private 
broadcast media operations in the servicing of public-interest goals in regional communities was 
an Australian media policy innovation.  
 
The localism in broadcasting requirement was an early form of the public/private project concept 
adopted much later in the late 1990s by state and federal governments as a method of fast-
tracking and reducing the public cost of major public infrastructure developments. In the 1930s it 
was private companies that undertook the financial risk involved in establishing radio stations 
throughout the nation. Federal government was not able to fund the establishment of an 
equivalent network of ABC services.  Instead, it allowed commercial licensees to pioneer 
broadcasting services across the nation, while slowly extending the ABC as a parallel public and 
national broadcasting service. Commercial licensees were granted exclusive broadcasting rights 
within a framework that was designed to ensure that local community interests were not 
compromised by commercial goals. Public-interest goals for regional radio were defined as 
locally based media ownership and control, the provision of local news and information services, 
and airtime access for community groups.  Government’s motives were not purely philanthropic. 
There was some political advantage to be gained in supporting local media enterprises in regional 
and rural electorates. Indeed, although close to 65 per cent of Australians live in capital cities in 
2007, rural and regional Australians continue to exercise significant political clout11 (Population 
Projections: Population Projections for the 21st Century). This is demonstrated in the level of 
research funding, extension services and income support services allocated by state and federal 
governments to rural industries compared with other sectors (Mullen, Vernon and Fishpool). 
 
The city or the bush 
Localism in broadcasting was a manifestation of a particularly Australian relationship between 
‘the city and the bush’ which has social, cultural and in this case also political and economic 
consequences. The nation’s settlement patterns were to a large extent a response to the demands 
of international markets for meat, crops and minerals. Entrepreneurial pioneers exploited the 
geographic resources of the nation, growing livestock and crops, mining minerals and ‘civilising’ 
the wilderness. The descendants of those hardy folk are now treated in one of two opposite ways. 
They are demonised for practices such as clear felling, irrigation, the dispossession of Aboriginal 
                                                 
11 The Australian Bureau of Statistics predicts metropolitan population concentration will continue, with 40 per cent of 
Australians living in Sydney and Melbourne alone by 2021. 
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peoples, the environmental consequences of mining and the over-stocking of fragile lands. Or 
they are mythologised as continuing to work tirelessly for little or no reward in a pitiless 
environment to provide metropolitan Australians with the food, mineral and fibre products they 
take for granted. Some rural Australians also vilify metropolitan Australians as ‘the other’, with 
demonised concepts of urban life as crime-ridden, noisy, polluted, crowded and venal, with 
overtones of luxury, ease, indulgence, wastefulness and privileged access to services. Although 
this split between rural and urban is more apparent than real, it continues to have ideological 
consequences (Kapferer). 
 
Queensland, in particular, has a history of privileging the ‘rural’ with policies based on agrarian 
utopianism and an associated deep suspicion of the metropolis. It is the most decentralised 
mainland state with a significant dispersal of population across its regional areas. In the populist 
politics of Queensland, urban problems of ‘overcrowding, social unrest, noise and pollution’ were 
‘unfavourably compared to the perceived wholesome and morally superior rural lifestyle’ 
(Cameron). This was despite an unforgiving climate that was often punishingly hot and humid 
and prone to cyclonic and monsoonal rains and droughts. The historical pattern of the state’s 
development featured a delayed link to the capital city of Brisbane which fostered rural isolation, 
insularity and independence in towns like Mackay. Queensland-ruralism was belligerently 
masculine, anti-intellectual and characterised by ‘limited horizons, suspicion, militant conformity 
and educational backwardness’ (Evans 207).  The state also had a strong ‘populate or perish’ 
settlement policy for northern parts of the state, linked to a fear of invasion by Asian nations. In 
Land of Discontent: The Dynamics of Rural and Regional Australia, Stewart Lockie claims that 
‘rural Australians’ perception of themselves as both different and vulnerable’ is deep- seated and 
can be traced back to the late nineteenth century (Lockie 17). Queensland, then, claimed the grim 
triumvirate of being the firstly ‘most primitive mainland convict outpost’, with secondly the 
‘most tumultuous frontier history’ before eventually and thirdly becoming the ‘most oppressive 
post-frontier state for Aboriginal peoples’ (Evans 269).  
 
In Australia, the notion that regions are a ‘generic category of backblocks, defined only by their 
relationship with seven cities’ is firmly entrenched (Brown), even though much of the nation’s 
wealth and export trade is derived from regional areas. In 2007, regional Australia generated 65 
per cent of the nation’s export income (Regional Development for a Sustainable Future). 
However, metropolitan cities remain the locus of power and control for state and federal 
governments and most major corporations. This creates palpable resentment in some regional 
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areas in relation to inadequacies in rural communications, health, education and transport 
infrastructures.   
 
Australian rural communities hold a ‘strong ideology of localism, or belief among people that 
their own locality is significant to them’ (Gray and Lawrence 173). But what are the ways in 
which value becomes attached to place? Local media play a powerful role in building and 
articulating the value of a particular place to its people. They are conduits for metaphorical 
notions of place and contributors to the creation of social and cultural concepts of community. 
However, local content is increasingly being swamped by homogenised mass culture which 
overrides local and subcultural distinctions (Ohmann 14). While a regional community may have 
more media sources in 2007 than it had in 1987, it is often less informed about its own activities 
and people than it was two decades ago.  
 
This matters because rurality is as much a cultural construction as it is a matter of geography, yet 
as Crouch has argued, ‘[R]ural studies has barely participated in the work of cultural studies… 
because the study of popular culture has been seen as urban-oriented.’ (Crouch 229) Certainly, 
most mass culture forms are metropolitan produced and controlled. Australia’s television 
networks are urban based, and their national and international programs and commercials mostly 
tell ‘tales of the city’. Rural Australians rarely see their own lives presented on television. 
Commercial radio is unusual in that it has always been decentralised, with the majority of radio 
stations located in regional rather than metropolitan markets (FARB Submission, 11). Pre-
deregulation commercial radio in regional Australia was a broadcast aberration in that it was a 
channel for popular culture which also incorporated and reflected a local culture.  
 
The idea that non-metropolitan commercial radio ownership and programming should be 
controlled at the local level, and that programming should cater for the particular needs and 
interests of the community within the station’s service area, underpinned broadcasting legislation, 
policy and planning in Australia from the 1920s (DoC, Localism 5). Localism was an extension 
of existing protectionist agrarian policies which prioritised support for rural community 
infrastructures. Successive Commonwealth and state conservative and Labor governments were 
influenced by agrarianism, which entailed a belief in the fundamental importance of agriculture 
because it supplied the essentials of human life and was a morally superior way of life that 
offered independence and self sufficiency (Share 9-10).  
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For many decades federal and state governments funded rural settlement schemes and agricultural 
industries through legislative frameworks, land settlement schemes, subsidies, grants and 
agricultural bank loans. Agriculture and land settlement were financed as solutions to a variety of 
ills including economic recession, unemployment, the strategic vulnerability of northern Australia 
and the need to provide work for returned soldiers (Manning). The primacy of catering for the 
needs of rural Australians was a universally accepted government precept for many decades. This 
policy affected a wide range of government portfolios and to a degree created a culture of 
entitlement. In the late 1920s, the rural support policies that were already deployed across many 
aspects of government service delivery and control were mobilised in the new domain of 
broadcasting. The demonstrated provision of local content and responsiveness to community 
information needs became universal obligations for non-metropolitan commercial radio services.  
 
What is localism? 
Although it is a long-standing broadcast policy, localism has been and arguably remains a 
confused and shifting concept which is subject to different and sometimes conflicting 
interpretations by various interest groups including the commercial radio industry, advertisers, 
government and audiences. Each sector’s interpretation of localism is shaped by its own interests. 
 
The concept of localism has never been explicitly prescribed, nor fully explained, in any 
broadcasting legislation or single government policy statement. Notwithstanding its 
existence over a long period, the ambiguity and the complex nature of the concept means 
it cannot be easily or precisely defined. (DoC, Localism 5)  
 
If you can not define a regulatory requirement, then it is obviously difficult to police its 
compliance. Government’s long-term failure to articulate what it meant by localism, especially in 
relation to programming and production, created difficulties for the successive regulatory 
authorities charged with industry oversight. A lack of clarity about how localism should be 
assessed at a station level coupled with weak or under-utilised enforcement powers resulted in a 
disjuncture between industry and government understandings of what localism meant. As 
industry practices changed, the regulator often had to play catch-up and amend the rules after the 
fact. 
 
An early example of this belated rule changing occurred as a result of the partitioning of 
Australian radio. The regulatory framework ostensibly made commercial radio the sole domain 
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for local rural broadcasting services. A large number of commercial stations serviced regional 
communities in discrete geographic areas while a relatively small number of publicly funded 
ABC stations provided a national service. However, this neat division was at odds with 
advertisers’ commercial imperative to maximise audiences. Some operators addressed this by 
buying multiple stations and developing network agreements that contracted regional stations to 
relay specified programs and related advertising content. Government responded by introducing 
legislation in 1935 to limit the number of stations a single owner could operate (Allen and 
Spencer). However, network agreements continued to circumvent government controls. 
 
Government was wary of the ‘evils of the American system’ in the 1930s, noting that while there 
was ‘nothing inherently wrong with the network system of commercial stations, its future 
development and the danger of monopoly control should be watched by the Parliamentary 
Standing Committee’ (DoC, Localism 18). By 1942, the nation had a technical infrastructure that 
supported simultaneous broadcasting from capital cities to regional centres. In 1946, legislation 
was introduced to prevent the domination of metropolitan-sourced relay programming. 
Commercial licence-holders were prohibited from entering into network contracts for 
programming or advertisements without the written consent of the Postmaster General (23). The 
new legislation was apparently not an effective inhibitor, and network affiliations and cooperative 
agreements became a characteristic of commercial radio in Australia (Collingwood 12, 
"Commercial Radio 1999").  
 
Although local ownership, control and content were considered by government to be key 
measures for granting and renewing licences and assessing the performance of regional 
commercial radio operators, the legislation was actually silent on local ownership and control in 
relation to granting licences (DoC, Localism 101). While local ownership and control were taken 
into account when granting initial licenses in the 1930s and 1940s, these aspects became less 
important at subsequent licence renewal reviews. Eventually, as local ownership became the 
exception rather than the norm in the 1970s, it ceased to be a key criterion for localism. New 
licence applications were also assessed on the basis of the likelihood of commercial viability up 
until the 1990s. Government endeavoured to ensure that a broadcast licence area had sufficient 
advertising catchment to support a commercial operation (DoC, Localism).  This virtually 
guaranteed profitability for successful early entrants as government did not grant subsequent 
licences in regional areas until deregulation in the mid-1990s. The new licence assessment 
process was based on the assumption that local interest representation, local ownership and 
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control and local community involvement would enhance station viability and programming. The 
Australian Broadcasting Control Board (ABCB) defined its expectations of local commercial 
radio’s community development responsibilities in its 1957 Annual Report. It saw the role of the 
local broadcasting station as ‘assisting in the development of domestic, cultural and social life of 
its community and actively engaging in community projects’ (DoC, Localism 40). Accordingly, 
commercial radio stations had to prove their community links and services and local 
programming content at regular (initially annual) licence reviews.  
 
While the ABC did not have to comply with an annual review process, ABC regional radio 
stations were not wholly removed from local content requirements. In its second annual report in 
1950, the ABCB had called on the ABC to ‘more closely identify its regional stations with the 
daily life of the listeners they serve’ (DoC, Localism 27). However, it was not until the late 1970s 
that the ABC focused on its regional services. The ABC’s  regional  network of eighty radio 
stations doubled their local content production in the period 1978─83 with more local news, 
community information, outside broadcasts and community involvement (DoC, Localism 84). 
The expansion of ABC local radio services coincided with a peak in regional commercial radio’s 
live and local programming and local news provision. In 1986 there were seventy-six full time 
journalists employed in regional commercial radio stations (Wilson 137-141). In 2007, no more 
than a handful of regional commercial stations have a journalist on staff. The 1980s were the 
zenith of all forms of local radio content for regional audiences. In 1986, there were 104 regional 
commercial radio stations across the nation12 . Each service had sole station monopoly status and 
was a major cultural influence on its regional community of listeners.  
 
The commercial radio industry was itself an ardent and long-term advocate of localism. This 
made business sense as the quid pro quo for the station fulfilling a community ‘public good’ role 
was an exclusive licence for each region. The industry argued that independent local ownership 
resulted in more effective and profitable programming because it was tailored to the needs of its 
particular community. The ABCB unquestioningly accepted industry’s view that commercial 
radio stations played an important role in the business, social, community life of their service 
areas (DoC, Localism 100). The regulator’s right to consider local ownership and control aspects 
in relation to the transfer of licences was challenged in the High Court in 1978. In a unanimous 
                                                 
12 Note that stations in Darwin (1), Canberra (2) and Hobart (2) were categorised as regional because of 
their lower population numbers.   
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decision, the Full Court upheld the Australian Broadcasting Tribunal’s right to make licence 
decisions on public- interest grounds (DoC, Localism 119).13 
 
A 1984 departmental review of the policy of localism in broadcasting attempted to define 
localism. 
‘In broad terms it refers to the notion that commercial (and as appropriate, public and 
ABC) radio and television stations should be individually operated units in as many areas 
as possible, the size of the service area being such as will reasonably permit the station to 
be commercially viable. Derived from this notion is the belief that ownership and 
programming should be controlled at the local level and that programming provided 
should cater for the particular needs and interests of the community within the station’s 
service area’. (DoC, Localism 5) 
 
This definition was at odds with the way regional radio was actually operating in 1984. Local 
ownership was in decline as network owners purchased local stations across Australia. 
Government’s local ownership preference policy had been ineffective in preventing a shift away 
from local ownership, and by the mid-1980s the policy was out of step with the corporate 
ownership structures of commercial radio operations. Many regional commercial stations were 
owned by non-local entities (often metropolitan-based broadcast networks). By 1984, New South 
Wales and the ACT had thirty-six regional commercial radio stations, of which twenty-seven 
were more than 75 per cent owned by non-local entities (DoC, Localism 123). 
 
Accordingly, by the 1980s the national commercial radio industry body, the Federation of 
Australian Radio Broadcasters (FARB), was keen to focus on content rather than ownership as 
the vital determining characteristic of localism. As many of its member stations were owned by 
non-local entities FARB claimed virtually all regional broadcast content was ‘of a local nature’: 
 
 ‘Local voices, local advertisements about local people, products and services. The people 
 involved in these stations are part of the everyday scene: they are seen and hailed in the 
 street by the members of the community they are licensed to serve. Everything they do 
 has a local reference and relevance’ (DoC, Localism 133). 
 
                                                 
13 The Australian Broadcasting Tribunal replaced the ABCB. 
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The Regional Television Association shared this approach: ‘Local ownership while perhaps 
desirable is not a vital component of localism. What is vital is the role played by the station itself 
and the authority and enthusiasm of the proprietors that the role of the station in localism shall be 
wholehearted’ (DoC, Localism 240). Localism was being redefined by the commercial broadcast 
industry in terms of programming content and the location of production rather than control or 
ownership.  
 
The regulator accepted the industry’s content-led definition of localism and shifted to a 
concentration on local programming rather than ownership as a test for localism. Licence grant, 
renewal and transfer processes required the applicants to provide an undertaking that their service 
would take into account the nature and diversity of interests of the community in the licence area, 
as well as the nature of other broadcast services, and provide programs which were completely or 
substantially Australian -produced and voiced. During the ABT’s regular licence renewal process, 
licensees had to demonstrate how they identified community requirements and quantify the 
amount of free-to-airtime provided for local community groups ( 4MK Licence Renewal 1983 
and 1986 ). As further detailed in the next chapter, Mackay station 4MK’s licence review 
documents demonstrate a keen awareness of the need to prove support for community groups and 
provide local news and information services.  
 
The cultural impact of localism from the start of radio in the late 1920s to the mid-1990s was the 
development of a style of discourse and programming that was specific to regional commercial 
radio. The distinctive sound of country radio was dictated by a combination of two major factors. 
Stations had to program for a ‘whole-of-community’ audience, and comply with regulatory 
requirements for community service announcements and local news and programming. 
Metropolitan commercial radio operations, on the other hand, planned programming for a 
particular target audience demographic and did not have equivalent local programming 
obligations. Regional commercial radio organised and provided access to locality-based 
relationships. Its daily discourse ordered, classified and regulated what came to be accepted local 
cultural knowledge for listeners. In doing so, it gave ‘continuity to the ongoing construction of 
collective identity’ (Martin-Barbero 653). Presenters co-located with their audience voiced 
regional radio and announcers become familiar, reliable and local everyday sources of 
information and entertainment.  
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In regional Australia, localism policies actively supported and encouraged the social, cultural and 
political influence sole commercial radio stations had on their community audiences. By the mid-
1980s, the market restraint aspect of regional broadcast policies was increasingly at odds with 
government’s adoption of a deregulatory agenda. The application of local broadcast media 
regulation had actively fostered monopoly operations in regional communities. The reformist 
Labor government of the mid-1980s objected to the monopolies created by government’s 
protectionist policies. It resolved to transform the regional media marketplace and provide 
regional citizens with a diversity of choice in radio and television services (Forward Development 
Unit). Subsequent deregulation in the mid-1990s would erode localism as media regulation 
became locality blind. The impacts of deregulation are discussed in Chapter 6.  
 
Localism in radio has dwindled in regional Australia. Whereas government policy once 
prescribed and underwrote local programming and community information services as a ‘must 
have’ for all regional licensees in return for exclusive commercial broadcasting rights, from 2008 
it accepted minimal local content from multiple licensees. Like metropolitan radio, it is shaped 
largely by advertising goals and is characterised by generic format music and chat styles aimed at 
specific target consumer groups. But unlike metropolitan radio content, regional radio 
programming is often neither live nor local. It is relayed from elsewhere and often prerecorded.  
Regional commercial radio’s ability to provide locally grounded discourse which partially offsets 
the ‘conquest of the world by the city’ has been eroded (Murphie and Potts 34). Decision-making 
about regional commercial radio programming, policy, style and format has shifted from a local 
community level to the city. Programming is now prescribed by central network owners with 
little regard for the particular social, economic and cultural circumstances of specific 
communities. Advertising has displaced localism as the predominant constituting force on 
regional commercial radio’s discourse, programming, profitability and structure.  
  
The erosion of localism in commercial radio paralleled a withdrawal of regional services from 
many rural communities by commercial operations such as banks and some government agencies. 
Sociologists have identified a social process of detraditionalisation of Australian regional 
communities which has occurred as the ‘symbols, mores, forms of social engagement and 
commitment to local institutions are eroded’ (Cavaye et al. 6). This has had deleterious effect on 
community well being. Media deregulation and the related diminution of local content and 
programming has restricted commercial radio’s role as a key social institution which 
disseminated local knowledge in regional communities. As Mules argues: 
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‘If communities are to be thought of as objectively defined groups of people, living in close 
proximity and sharing similar day-to-day life experiences, then they must also be thought 
of as an idea which inhabits their members in various ways’. (Mules 55)  
 
But how is the ‘idea’ of community formed, and what are the contributors to a shared sense of 
community identity? If it is accepted that we can constitute ourselves as individuals through our 
patterns of media consumption, then why not as communities? The removal of meaningful 
localism requirements in regional commercial radio has reduced an avenue for the formation and 
maintenance of the ‘idea’ of community. 
 
 
 
Government was prescient in recognising that a regulatory framework would be required to 
guarantee local programming in regional radio in the late 1920s. This was at a time when little 
was clear about the new technology’s uses, forms and power relations. Policy-makers resisted the 
wholesale adoption of the radio development processes and controls undertaken in either the UK 
or the USA. Instead, they devised a system which allowed the rapid deployment of privately 
funded radio services across the nation while harnessing the new technology as a local-level 
economic and social development tool. This allowed public funds to be used to build the ABC’s 
national radio service. The withdrawal of requirements for both local content and regional licence 
exclusivity in the 1990s drastically reduced live and local programming in regional radio. 
Government ceased to treat spectrum as a scarce and publicly -owned asset with limited access 
for commercial providers that were monitored through a regular compliance review process. 
Instead, government became a spectrum salesman selling (the same) ‘thin air’ to multiple bidders 
according to price. 
  
Commercial radio remains popular with regional audiences even though its content is often 
networked, relayed or prerecorded.  ‘Liveness’ and ‘localness’ of content (while limited) are still 
promoted as key attributes and are basic audience expectations. Commercial radio remains the 
preeminent local broadcast medium in terms of overall audience share, but the site for local 
content has shifted to ABC radio and it has gained audience accordingly. Television does not rate 
in the localism stakes. The main role of regional television stations is advertising sales and 
support with an occasional skeleton news crew compiling a brief evening news bulletin. Local 
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content on regional television is limited to some advertising and maybe a five-minute evening 
news bulletin which is read ‘down the line’ from another city. The bulk of regional television 
programming is networked, and often overseas-produced, content.  
 
Despite the argument that globalisation has led to cultural homogenisation, as recently as 2001 
Ian Gray and Geoffrey Lawrence argued that ‘regional citizens do have their own culture, do have 
their ways of seeing … The culture of regional people must be respected and maintained if we are 
to guarantee the long-term sustainability of regional life’. (Gray and Lawrence 12) Radio’s 
construction of a known and familiar version of what constitutes ‘my town’ was the real effect of 
localism as a policy when it was mobilised in a community with a single commercial radio 
station. Under protectionist localism policies, radio articulated and reinforced the narratives, 
interests and issues of a geographically defined world known in common for its audience. It is 
important to note, however, that the mirror that radio held up to its audience was selective and 
conservative in its reflection of the community. But in this it differed little from the ABC local 
radio service, and in many ways was arguably more comprehensive and inclusive in its coverage 
of society, events and activities. It certainly fostered a notion of the ‘good citizen’ by encouraging 
participation in public-good community activities and projects. The need to retain the provision of 
locally voiced radio as a crucial component of the social infrastructure of regional communities 
has constantly been restated and confirmed by regulators, broadcasters and regional audiences 
(Jolly, Bills Digest 8).  
 
Prominent national media buyer Harold Mitchell was an unlikely but ardent defender of localism 
in commercial radio. In evidence at a government Inquiry into the adequacy of radio services in 
regional Australia, he recalled growing up listening to commercial radio in a country town, saying 
he knew:  
 
‘all too well what a great thing the local radio station can be in helping to build a 
community, to build the fabric of our society, in regional Australia. If you start to cut into 
that and you let monsters like us at it, we will cut it all the way down’. (Standing 
Committee on Communications, (Adequacy of Radio Services in Non-Metropolitan 
Australia 740) 
Conclusion 
The economic and structural consequences of localism were the development of regional media 
monopolies and concentrations of media ownership and cross-media ownership at the local level. 
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This is evidenced in Mackay, where at one time in the 1960s, the newspaper, commercial radio 
station and commercial television station had common directors and cross-media shareholdings. 
While there are drawbacks in local media monopolies and media ownership concentrations, in the 
1960s there were more regional-based media proprietors and a greater diversity of regional media 
ownership than in 2007. Individuals with a governance and ownership role in local commercial 
media often resided in the same community as their readers/audience. Now, as local commercial 
media are largely governed remotely from Australian or overseas capital cities, those differences 
are blurring. Regional commercial radio’s discourse is focused on the individual as a consumer, 
not the individual as a member of a geographic community. 
 
 
The concentration of regional media ownership at a national rather than a local level has led to a 
concomitant withdrawal of focus on the local in favour of generic content and maximisation of 
cost efficiencies and advertising revenues across a national marketplace. Localism in commercial 
broadcasting is inexorably linked to media regulation as evidenced by the rapid unravelling of 
live and local programming after the deregulation of commercial radio in the 1990s. Now it is the 
siren call of advertisers that shapes regional radio’s structure, programming and discourse. 
Localism’s gradual erosion under a poorly articulated and weak regulatory regime was 
accelerated by the 1992 Broadcast Services Act as commercial interests outweighed public 
interests. Whereas once regional commercial radio was predominantly local in its ownership, 
control, voice, focus and rhetoric, it is now an instrument of mass culture. It is mostly voiced and 
controlled from elsewhere, and its discourse is often deliberately non-community specific as the 
following email from a disgruntled listener to ABC TV’s Media Watch attests:  
 
 We only have local radio between 5 am and 9 am weekdays. After that it comes from who knows 
 where. Living out of town we rely on radio for info at times such as bushfires in the area. Of a 
 weekend there is no local content. Occasionally the auto ad playing machine breaks down and 
 there are long silent periods or it plays over the top of the news. It is obviously cheaper to 
 take the program from somewhere else than employ someone locally! Local content ─ what 
 local content? Regards, 
 
 Andrew 
 Orange, NSW 
 26 September 2006 (Media Watch Regional Emails)
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Chapter 3  Would you like audience with that?  The influence of 
advertisers  
 
 Advertisements are now so numerous that they are very negligently perused, and it is 
 therefore become necessary to gain attention by magnificence of promises, and by 
 eloquence sometimes sublime and sometimes pathetick. 
 Samuel Johnson: The Idler, No. 40, 20 January 1759 
 
 
This chapter pays particular attention to how the radio industry leverages credibility for 
advertising content through the medium’s unique relationship with its audience. Compared with 
other media forms, commercial radio’s audience relationship is characterised by high levels of 
trust (Radio: A Trusted Medium for the Discerning Consumer). In regional areas, as detailed in 
Chapter 2, this feature is further enhanced by localism which delivers social information to 
‘whole-of-community’ audiences. Radio piggybacks on its local companion status and reputation 
as a reliable truth-teller to create an editorial environment that confers authority and believability 
to its discourse and advertising. This chapter will examine radio as a pioneer in the creation of 
consumer culture, the structural influence of advertising in commercial radio, differences between 
regional and metropolitan advertising, the regulatory environment, and radio’s relative 
effectiveness and characteristics as a broadcast medium for advertising. A study of radio 
advertising provides an avenue to understanding the broader influence and power of radio’s 
discourse on its listeners.  
 
For many decades, commercial radio in regional Australia was largely shaped by two forces, 
government-mandated localism and the commercial imperatives of advertising. To an extent, 
localism offset advertising as the predominant constituting force of commercial radio’s discourse, 
programming and structure until the mid-1990s. Now regional commercial radio is structured and 
run according to advertising goals, with the merest nod to localism. To understand industry 
intentions and motivations, one must ‘follow the money’ to create a foothold in an otherwise 
slippery site for study. An examination of advertising in commercial radio reveals the power 
relationships between broadcasters, audiences, advertisers and regulating authorities that shape 
service delivery. Advertising is crucial to understanding the dynamics of the sector, but as with 
many aspects of commercial radio, it has not been subject to scholarly examination. Despite its 
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key role in commercial broadcast media, advertising is perceived as little more than ‘noisy 
interference’ that merits relatively little scholarly attention, at least until it gets sufficiently 
historical (Zurstiege 87).  
 
The only product sold by commercial radio is advertising time. Sale of airtime to advertisers 
constitutes 95 per cent of total service revenue for commercial radio stations (ABA, The 
Commercial Radio Industry 2003 13). In 2005─2006, Australia’s commercial radio industry 
generated $1.1 billion in revenue (Commercial Radio: A Snapshot). It is self-evident that 
commercial radio is a business, and as such must make a profit. However, the fact that it relies on 
advertising for its very survival appears to be a fundamental sticking point for some radio 
researchers who summarily dismiss it as unworthy of attention (Hendy; Scannell, "Love and 
Communication"). Perhaps this is because advertising itself is seen an immoral practice which 
corrupts people’s values (Tellis 163). For example, Rothenbuhler makes the somewhat confused 
claim that US commercial radio is so totally driven by economic outcomes that it has no 
communication goals, when communication planning is clearly central to the achievement of 
profit goals. He further claims that the only valid purpose for communication is to educate, 
inform or entertain for its own sake, whereas in commercial radio ‘any message purpose is 
subordinate to the money purpose’ (Rothenbuhler, "Commercial Radio as Communication").  
 
Of course, commercial radio’s ability to entertain and inform is integral to its business success. If 
a station is not capable of consistently assembling an audience that is attractive to advertisers, 
then it will cease to trade. Ccommercial radio reaches 78 per cent of Australians, who listen for 
an average of two hours and 41 minutes each day at home, in the car or at work. Findings show 
that radio and TV top and tail the day, with radio achieving peak audience at breakfast time, 
reasonable daytime audience and a significant evening decline while television viewing is flat 
during the day and peaks between 6pm and 10pm (Millward Brown). Advertising rates reflect 
these audience figures, with a premium charged for peak listening and viewing times.  
 
Format and programming choices are prescribed by advertising because broadcasters design their 
services to attract and maintain audiences with demographic characteristics that appeal to their 
advertisers. Commercial radio’s discourse and editorial content are styled to bookend 
commercials. The provision of useful information, appealing music and entertaining chat are 
essential ingredients in the marshalling, and perhaps more importantly maintenance, of audiences. 
While some (mostly AM) stations target those aged over 55 with a Talk and Easy Listening 
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format, most rush for the more lucrative middle market aged between 20 and 40. This results in 
FM stations offering similar fast- moving program flows, music formats and discourse because 
they are trying to attract the same audience (Glasser 129). Advertising has shaped and influenced 
commercial radio, which in turn has been a broadcast pioneer in the development of consumerism 
as an everyday cultural and ideological activity. Before looking at radio advertising in detail, it is 
important to note that the pursuit of advertising income is not necessarily the exclusive domain of 
commercial radio. Public broadcasting does offer advertising to varying degrees, but it functions 
differently as government is the main source of funding for this sector.  
 
Advertising on public radio 
While advertising is arguably the key differentiator between commercial and public service radio, 
advertising, merchandising and profit-making are increasingly also the bailiwick of the ABC, the 
SBS and community radio in Australia. The ABC’s Enterprise Division operates storefronts 
around the nation which sell its own branded merchandise along with other products that are 
cross-advertised and promoted on ABC television and radio. SBS sells television commercials, 
translation services and SBS-branded merchandise through bookshops. Community radio relies 
on sponsorship funds and some stations also sell branded merchandise. Community broadcasters’ 
sponsorship messages must acknowledge the sponsor’s support, but they may also promote the 
activities, events, products, services and programs of the sponsor. This is advertising in all but 
name.  
 
In a US study of the highly successful Minnesota Public Radio (MPR) broadcasting empire, 
Stanford Business School researchers identified inherent tensions in not-for-profit organisations 
undertaking commercial activities that may challenge their central social purpose. MPR, which 
produces the popular A Prairie Home Companion show, has established for-profit subsidiary 
companies which undertake merchandising and sell regional news reports. Over time, these 
companies have created a US$109 million endowment. MPR President William Kling describes 
this as ‘social purpose capitalism ... the application of the traditional principles of capitalism to a 
nonprofit organization [to] benefit the public sector” (Phills and Chang 65). While there has been 
some criticism of MPR’s commercial ventures and practices, the study points out that MPR was 
pressured by government and private funders to become more financially independent through 
earned income (Phills and Chang 72). This scenario is undoubtedly familiar to Australian public 
broadcasters, which have faced similar pressures to develop alternative sources of revenue 
without compromising their charters. In August 2007, high- profile, long-term SBS television 
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newsreader Mary Kostakidis reportedly left the broadcaster because of the increasing 
commercialisation of its services. The final straw was apparently the insertion of commercials 
into the evening news (Idato and Wellings). Public radio is discussed in more detail in the final 
chapter. 
 
Advertising – big business 
Any discussion of advertising is bound up with concepts and theories of consumption and 
consumerism. The purpose of advertising is, after all, to sell, and the product of effective 
advertising is consumption and, in a sense, the creation of a consumer mentality. Advertising is 
the key income source for commercial broadcast media. It is therefore incumbent upon 
commercial media owners to demonstrate that they have both the audience advertisers want to 
reach and the ability to influence the consumption patterns of that audience. Complex webs of 
related organisations contribute to this process. They are responsible for variously defining 
audience demographic details, surveying audiences, planning advertising for clients, writing 
jingles and copy, selling advertising time, consolidating and buying advertising time, and 
producing commercials. Radio is one of the most popular channels for advertising, and 
advertising in general is big business despite the nation’s relatively small population.  
 
Australia is the sixth of the world’s top markets in advertising expenditure after the USA, Japan, 
Germany, the UK and France (Leiss, Kline and Jhally 363). Close to $12 billion was spent on 
main media advertising in Australia in 2006.14 Almost one third went to newspapers, followed by 
television with just under $3.419 billion and $1.5 billion for other print media (excluding 
magazines) (Commercial Radio: A Snapshot). Despite experiencing its fifth successive year of 
revenue growth, in 2006 commercial radio was overtaken in revenue terms by online advertising 
for the first time and radio became the fifth most popular advertising medium (Commercial 
Radio: A Snapshot).  
This is one area where ‘Australian advertisers are ahead of their US counterparts, spending about 
9─10 per cent of their budgets online (most US marketers spend 4─10 per cent)’ (Vollmer, 
Frelinghuysen and Rothenberg). Accordingly, radio networks such as the successful DMG-owned 
Nova Network are capitalising on the growth of web advertising by building online revenue 
streams through their websites. Listeners are constantly directed to content-rich station websites 
                                                 
14 This includes newspapers, magazines, publications, television, radio, internet, outdoor and cinema. 
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for competitions, useful links, video clips, podcasts, Nova Club membership, interviews and gig 
guides. This builds web presence, which in turn attracts advertisers. It remains to be seen whether 
this new income stream will be a significant additional revenue source. The growth in online 
advertising does not necessarily reflect increased competition from a diversity of advertising 
channels. In Australia, the biggest on-line advertising sites such as Nine MSN, CareerOne and 
MySpace are owned or part-owned by ‘old’ media enterprises.15 
Radio’s future as a popular channel for advertising seems assured as it continues to assemble 
large audiences on a daily basis. In a 2006 interview canvassing commercial radio’s advertising 
competitiveness, Australian media analyst Paul Budde confirmed that commercial radio 
‘continued to perform well’ in a competitive media market. He saw MP3 players and 
downloadable music as possible ‘emerging threats’, although ‘visual radio’, in the form of mobile 
phone-delivered graphics and information linked to digital radio broadcasts, ‘could help counter 
these drains on advertising growth’. Budde predicted radio would experience yearly advertising 
growth of about 5 per cent until the end of the decade (Vollmer, Frelinghuysen and Rothenberg). 
Magazines, outdoor and cinema advertising are next in order, after radio, in terms of advertising 
income. Commercial radio and free-to-air television rely heavily on advertising revenues, while 
newspapers achieve some cost recovery from their cover price. Magazines derive 70 per cent of 
their income from the cover price and only 30 per cent of total revenue from advertising (FARB 
Submission, 27). The price of radio airtime is a function of a number of factors such as the 
number of listeners, the demographic and socioeconomic profile of listeners, and the price and 
availability of advertising space in competing forms of media. 
So who is spending all this money on advertising? The retail industry is the largest single 
contributor to advertising expenditure in Australia spending almost twice as much as the other 
key, high ad-spend sectors. This is not surprising as the industry which encompasses operations 
that sell new or used goods for personal or household consumption such as clothing, furniture and 
appliances is also the nation’s largest employer. Other big spending sectors include government, 
motor vehicle manufacturers, entertainment, food, finance, communications, 
employment/recruitment, travel and accommodation and real estate (Overview of the Advertising 
Industry in Australia, 4-5). In 2006, the Coles Group was the nation’s top advertiser, followed by 
the Commonwealth Government, Telstra, Harvey Holdings, Nestlé Australia/L’Oreal, 
                                                 
15 NineMSN is owned by Consolidated Media Holdings Ltd (formerly PBL) and Microsoft. CareerOne and 
MySpace are owned by News Ltd.  
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Woolworths and the New South Wales government (Top Advertisers). Most of commercial 
radio’s share of the lucrative national advertising market is taken up by metropolitan stations 
while regional stations rely mostly on local revenue. Some 65─70 per cent of commercial radio 
advertising revenue was spent in capital city markets in 2006 with the remainder spent in regional 
markets (Commercial Radio: A Snapshot). Is the creation of a consumer culture the cumulative 
effect of all this advertising for consumer goods?  
Advertising and consumers 
For most of the developed world, the conceptualisation of the consumer as a social category 
which is recognised by companies, the media and even by individuals themselves is quite recent 
(Slater; Lury). However, groundwork for the mingling of consumption and identity started in 
print advertising in the late nineteenth century. The 1880s and 1890s were a crucial period when 
this new form of consumerism was born, linked to the rise of the department store, the 
commercial mass circulation magazine and the creation of brand marketing such as Pear’s Soap 
(Ohmann).  Advertising symbolically differentiated similar products, establishing national brand 
names in the minds of consumers (Ohmann 92). The 1920s were another period of growth and 
consolidation that coincided with a new middle class and working class with disposable incomes 
and new technologies such as radio, mains electricity, cinema and motor cars. The subsequent 
economic depression in the late 1920s and early 1930s and World War II slowed or diverted 
production and dampened consumption until the 1950s. This was another period of rapid growth 
and intensification of consumption, particularly of domestic appliances, fashion and motor 
vehicles. Identity and consumption coalesced in the western world in parallel with a rise in 
individualism and a mass consumer society (Dittmar).  
 
The housewife/homemaker became a particular target for advertising in print and broadcast media 
in the post-World War II period. Consumption-defined self-identity ‘itself come to be seen as a 
cultural resource, asset or possession’ (Lury 8).16  In the late 1960s French philosopher and 
sociologist Henri Lefebvre declared that the “object of society’s organisation is now consumption 
rather than production’ (Lefebvre, Everyday Life 60). He used the car as an example of an 
                                                 
16 The unpacking of the relationship between the individual’s act of purchase of a single object and the 
societal and cultural implications of that act began with Marx and subsequently became a major site for 
societal analysis by J. Baudrillard; M.Weber; G.Simmel; P.Bourdieu; M.Featherstone; H.Lefebvre; 
M.Douglas; B.Isherwood and H.Dittmar  among others.  
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everyday object that is loaded with significance way beyond its practical transportation 
capability. It is a status symbol and an object of desire with a ‘significant retinue’ of identity, 
language, speech and rhetoric that is conveyed through advertising, road signs and rules, 
branding, movies and television. The car and its associated sub-systems reveal much about its 
owner, its society and even its country (Lefebvre, Everyday Life 102-3). Lefebvre’s disdain for 
modernity’s privileging of the object and people’s desire for its related status flowed on to a 
dislike for advertising that fed and perpetuated a consumer culture. He saw advertising as a 
powerful tool used by capitalist producers to create a need for objects which were the simplest or 
the most lucrative for them to produce (Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life 162). This view of 
production and associated advertising moving beyond satisfying needs to the creation of wants or 
better still ‘must haves’ ignores the agency of the purchaser and the pleasures of ownership. 
Advertising performs a function in a capitalist society which relies on an active marketplace for 
consumer goods. 
 
The term ‘consumer culture’ requires some examination, as it is loaded with assumptions that the 
present (in developed nations) is inferior to earlier ‘traditional societies’ which offered social 
values and bonds that held communities together and gave the individual a place within them. 
According to Slater, consumer culture offers a poor substitute for traditional societies, as 
individual needs and wants take precedence over social values and responsibilities, and products 
are manufactured for profit not in response to genuine needs. The result is ‘the triumph of 
economic value over all other kinds and sources of social worth’ (Slater 63). This utterly bleak 
view of contemporary society completely ignores civil society’s institutions, frameworks and 
activities, along with the capacity of profitable companies to employ people and underwrite key 
infrastructure such as transport, distribution of goods and communications. It seems to be based 
on a highly idealised and romanticised vision of a mythical ‘authentic’ and egalitarian pre-
industrial society which existed in a world untainted by economic and class constraints (or 
presumably health care and education).  
 
Sociologist Steven Miles differentiates between consumption as an ‘act’ which is a ‘relatively 
straightforward process of simply purchasing and consuming a particular good or service’ and the 
more sociologically interesting and complex notion of consumerism as a ‘way of life’ that lies 
behind the act of consumption (Miles 4). The development of mass electronic communication in 
the twentieth century was a key enabler of consumption as an arena for the construction of 
everyday social lives in affluent economies. Indeed, broadcast media ‘place acts of consumption 
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at the heart of everyday life’ (Lipsitz 43). The leisure and distraction provided by commercial 
radio and television are inextricably linked with advertising for consumer objects of desire and 
the related need to work to earn money to buy them. While commercials are the most blatant site 
for the promotion of consumption in radio, the veneration of consumption and the framing of 
certain goods and services as covetable social signifiers are also embedded components of its 
general daily discourse. 
 
Various specialised discourses have arisen in modernity that relate, for example, to the fields of 
science, politics, art and psychology. Each has its own corresponding validity claims and idioms 
that relate, for instance, to the ‘objectivity’ of science, the moral and ethical order of democracy 
and the inner or ‘expressive’ world of aesthetics and feelings (Morris, "Interpretability" 701). My 
conjecture is that commercial radio also constitutes a specialised discourse, with its own idioms 
and validity claims that relate identity formation to consumption in the everyday lives of their 
listeners. Conversations between multiple presenters and between presenters and their guests and 
listeners are knowingly peppered with references to particular  cultural and sporting events, 
values, products and services. These serve to confirm both the social and cultural identity of the 
station’s target demographic group, and the station’s status as an au courant arbiter of the ‘right’ 
objects for consumption. For example, botox injections are presented as a normalised practice 
when the thirty-plus female announcer discusses it as a standard part of her (and her girlfriends’) 
beauty regimen (Nova Breakfast Show).  
 
Commercial radio’s creation of advertising and discourse for very specific demographic groups is 
more akin to content development for magazine readership than free-to-air television’s 
programming for its broader ‘church’. Commercial radio’s narrow audience base fosters a more 
intimate and persuasive form of address. Radio’s ability to make validity claims which align with 
the daily life of particular social groups enhances its capacity to influence audience behaviours. 
For advertisers, radio is a media form that is therefore ideally placed to deliver messages which 
appeal to certain consumer groups. How, then, has radio advertising evolved into its present 
form? 
 
Radio advertising history 
According to Raymond Williams, advertising is a major form of modern social communication 
which has long ‘passed the frontier of selling of goods and services and has become involved 
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with the teaching of social and personal values’ (“Advertising: The Magic System”). A study of 
American advertising, which is arguably the world’s most influential form, over the twentieth 
century shows it moved from the provision of practical information about products and services 
to imbue objects with desirable social meaning in the mid-1920s. Advertisements shifted from 
detailing product-related features to illustrating benefits for the purchaser and modern advertising 
became focused on persuasion not information (Crawford "Truth in Advertising" 133). It is not 
coincidental that this period paralleled the rollout of commercial radio as a major platform for 
advertising in the United States. Radio ‘in one powerful stroke integrated nuclear family units 
into a larger association unique in human history: a national consumer culture’ (Leiss, Kline and 
Jhally 67). Indeed, radio receivers themselves were one of the first mass-purchased consumer 
items (Cross 27). Radio commercials demanded creative non-visual representations of the value 
of the commodities being sold using only human voices, music and sound effects. Consumer 
objects were also framed as covetable by radio through being offered as prizes in radio game 
shows, quizzes and talent quests. These and other American commercial radio advertising 
practices, programs, structures and formats have been a major influence on Australian 
commercial radio since its inception (Crawford, But Wait There's More). 
 
Commercial radio created demand for the development of many of the key agencies, processes 
and practices that continue to underpin today’s national consumer culture. Radio advertising 
‘painted goods with meaning’, creating a shared symbolic world in which ownership provided an 
entrée to society (Cross 65). Commercial media’s assembly of audiences was a ‘crucial linchpin 
in the formation of the consumer society’ (Leiss, Kline and Jhally 69). Many of the agencies and 
processes that are integral to the operation of advertising grew through or were established by the 
new channel of commercial radio. Advertising agencies, opinion pollsters, broadcast consumer 
and audience researchers, national broadcast personalities, product distribution networks, 
networked national programs and the national advertising of key consumer items such as cars, 
tobacco and personal care products were fostered by radio. 
  
From the 1940s to the 1960s, advertising imagery and text became increasingly personalised and 
focused on representations of the idealised consumer(s) enjoying the social benefits of the 
product. By the 1970s and 1980s market segmentation had developed and advertising was 
characterised by big-budget depictions of fantasy lifestyles linked with products such as 
cigarettes, alcohol, soap (Lux) and Coca Cola. Consumers were encouraged to use products as an 
expressive display of their lifestyle (Lury 65). The development of the counter-culture movement 
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in late 1960s in the United States, Europe, Britain and Japan, which was characterised by a 
‘contempt for mainstream values’, did not undermine advertising’s reach (Leiss, Kline and Jhally 
313). Advertisers responded by shifting away from selling ‘status’ to engage disaffected 
subculture audiences with campaigns that emphasised authenticity and individual creativity (Leiss 
et al).  
 
In the 1980s in the United States constraints on broadcast media advertising were dismantled by 
the Reagan government as an anti-regulation fervour took hold. This was part of a larger policy 
shift which replaced public interest with commercial interests as the chief 
communications/broadcasting policy driver. The policy change was accompanied by rhetoric that 
promised increased competition and media diversity (Howley 2). The development of the internet 
in the 1990s triggered a second wave of US media deregulation. The relaxation of media 
ownership rules enabled the integration of television stations, newspapers and radio stations in the 
same markets, and allowed cable companies to merge with broadcast networks (Leiss, Kline and 
Jhally 335-7). Massive media conglomerates such as AOL-Time Warner, Disney, Viacom and 
News Corporation formed as larger companies ate up the media ‘minnows’ and built global 
audiences. This laissez faire approach in the US influenced broadcast media policy-makers in 
many western nations, including Australia. When the Howard government was elected in 1996, it 
espoused the American view that media regulation was anachronistic and that the public and 
business would benefit from a radical deregulatory regime (Jolly, Media Ownership 
Deregulation). 
Radio advertising in Australia 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, Australian advertising moved from a two-party 
relationship between the advertiser (who owned the product or service being advertised) and a 
particular print or signage medium to encompass the advertising ‘professional’. These new 
agencies provided independent professional services to advertisers. The Victorian Advertising 
Club, Australia’s first professional advertising body, formed in 1913 and aimed to ‘work for truth 
and honesty in advertising and advertising methods’ (Crawford, "Truth in Advertising" 126). By 
1927, the industry had a national body and had surmounted the concept that advertising 
functioned merely to drive sales, to portray itself as a public educator coaching consumers in 
‘correct habits of thinking’ (Crawford, “Truth in Advertising” 127).  
 
In Australia, radio started in the 1920s with the issue of A and B class licences. A class services 
relied on direct subscriptions from listeners and they were allowed some limited advertising 
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capacity, and B class licence-holders were to operate privately, based solely on advertising 
revenue. A class licences were mostly held by firms which had an interest in selling radios and 
establishing their brand in the market (Griffen-Foley, "The Birth of a Hybrid" 158). Government 
then established a national public service broadcaster, the ABC, and dropped the A class licences. 
As radio ownership increased in Australia in the 1930s and commercial radio stations proliferated 
across the nation, radio became a very popular form of advertising. The commercial radio 
industry association attempted to makes things easier for advertisers by setting a flat agency fee 
and standardising members on a code of ethics which precluded anonymous advertising 
testimonials and limited commercial text to no more than 300 words in any fifteen minute session 
(Grffen-Foley, “Birth of a Hybrid” 162). Commercials were initially charged by the word like 
newspaper classified advertising, before stations moved to a time-based charging system (C. 
Jones 36).  
 
The business of advertising became more complex as the Australian marketplace started to be 
influenced by American advertising conventions. By the late 1930s, Australia’s two largest 
advertising agencies, George Patterson and J. Walter Thompson, were satellites of multinational 
corporations (C.Jones 163). Familiar with the networked national audience commercial radio 
delivered in the US, they pushed commercial broadcast owners here to achieve the same reach. 
The agencies were not just concerned with commercial development and placement; they were 
also program producers and makers. Program sponsorship was then sold to major advertisers. 
Advertising was not just limited to short commercials in evening peak listening time; it was also 
embedded in programs, particularly those that used compere-voiced products and sponsor 
promotions and testimonials. Advertising agencies shaped the very content of commercial radio 
in Australia through their development of broadcast programs. They also created the first national 
radio personalities, such as Jack Davey and Bob Dyer, who were powerful and effective 
communicators for their sponsors. 
 
Australian advertising executive George Patterson extolled the transforming power advertising 
had for rural Australians in the 1950s: 
  
 Australia has been a country of great loneliness. Yet in my lifetime I have seen the lives 
of the widely scattered rural communities change from isolation and despair to comfort 
and contentment through the influence of advertising. It is through advertising that the 
people of these far-flung outback areas have become conscious of amenities hitherto 
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beyond their wildest dreams, and advertising has shown them how to buy them. 
(Patterson 40) 
 
It certainly did. As distribution networks and transport became more sophisticated and reliable, 
and credit payment schemes were developed, rural Australians had increased access to and 
awareness of manufactured goods. 
 
In the early 1950s, Briton Bruce Miller visited Australia to report on the dual (commercial and 
public) broadcasting system. Miller commented on how dependent regional commercial stations 
were on metropolitan-produced programming and associated national advertising revenues: ‘They 
are forced to take many of their biggest programmes from the cities, either on direct relay or 
through transcriptions, if they are to share in the [urban-based] artistic talent and big advertising 
contracts.’ (B.Miller 2) In the 1950s and early 1960s, regional radio stations did rely on 
syndicated quiz shows, talent quests and serials but local advertising revenue outweighed national 
advertising. This reliance on local advertising would help to mitigate the effects of television, 
absorbing most of regional radio’s national advertising revenues in the 1960s.  
 
Miller described Australian radio commercials as repeatedly bludgeoning the stoic or receptive 
listener into habitude, but noted that the audience accepted advertising content and listeners 
claimed to be immune to its entreaties (B.Miller). Despite listeners’ claims of resistance, radio 
was a highly effective advertising medium. Commercial radio’s ability to wrap its advertising in a 
cocoon of companionship and sell solutions to ‘improve’ the human state is grimly illustrated in 
the effectiveness of the Bex and Vincent’s campaigns which were broadcast for some thirty years. 
While print media were also used for advertising these headache powders, pharmaceutical 
manufacturers actively favoured commercial radio over other media forms, even television, until 
the early 1980s (Windschuttle 73). This example also demonstrates the effectiveness of the 
commercial radio industry’s lobbying efforts and the concomitant ineffectiveness of the broadcast 
regulator in failing to rein in the promotion of products with known deleterious public health 
effects.  
Bex: A radio advertising case study 
 
In the 1940s and 1950s, daytime programming and advertising were aimed at housewives. The 
daily soap operas attracted criticism for their soporific effect on women ("Radiopinion"). In fact, 
it was the space between the serials that should have concerned commentators, as seductive 
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commercials promoted a much more sinister and addictive practice. Commercial radio provided 
an influential editorial environment for advertisers seeking an audience of women.17  In post-war 
Australia, women consumed massive quantities of compound analgesics in the form of Bex and 
Vincent powders. Media commentator Max Suich said in 1971 that ‘headache powders have been 
one of the advertising pillars of commercial radio in Australia for many years’ (Hennessy 84). 
Quiz show host Jack Davey even gave contestants packets of Bex powders along with electrical 
gadgets (Hennessy 91).  
 
As news about the crippling health effects of analgesic abuse started to become public, drug 
companies responded by quadrupling their advertising spend throughout the 1960s (Hennessy 
87). Clinicians provided potent confirmation of the effectiveness of this increase in advertising 
budget. The two states most heavily targeted for advertising, New South Wales and Queensland, 
also recorded the highest incidences of analgesic nephropathy of the kidneys. In her compelling 
study of analgesic addiction, A Cup of Tea, a Bex and a Good Lie Down, Eileen Hennessy notes 
that Queensland women were the first to succumb to the cumulative effects of analgesic abuse. 
The state’s tropical climate induced a combination of high perspiration and smaller volumes of 
urine which accelerated higher concentrations of toxicity. While some men also took harmful 
amounts of the highly addictive combination of aspirin, phantacin and caffeine (APC) drugs, it 
was largely women who methodically dosed themselves to death as the cheap ‘sour powders ate 
away their kidneys’ (Hennessy 6).  
 
APC addicts had a distinctive appearance: their skin was ‘desiccated and discoloured’ and their 
hair was ‘dry and wiry’ (Hennessy 24).The Australian construct of the chronic APC user as a 
middle-aged, working-class housewife was quite accurate, as was reflected in their morbidity rate 
from kidney failure. In 1964, when Australia’s population was 11 million, a staggering 900 
million doses of analgesics were sold (Hennessy 49-50). In the 1960s, Australia led the world in 
per capita consumption of compound analgesics. By 1977 it had the highest incidence of 
analgesic nephropathy in the world.  
 
Although the severe health effects of the products were known in the 1940s, it was not until 1980 
that effective legislation was introduced to ban over-the-counter sales throughout the nation. 
                                                 
17 There is still some debate about the ability of mass media editorial environments to enhance related 
advertising (Statistics of Queensland, 16).  However, there seems little doubt that it was effective in this 
instance. 
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Because pharmaceutical manufacturers spent vast amounts on advertising, commercial media and 
advertising agencies lobbied hard and successfully against any advertising constraints on these 
products, slowing government’s policy response. As early as 1944, the industry’s peak body, the 
Australian Federation of Commercial Broadcasting Stations, argued successfully against 
government proposals to restrict advertising for patent medicines such as Bex (Allen and Spencer 
65).  
 
Why women sought to be ‘pepped’ up and felt in need of a ‘lift’ may be in part attributed to 
advertising’s benchmark of the happy, capable housewife with a gleaming house and children, 
when many had husbands who had been traumatised and perhaps emotionally disabled by war. 
There were negligible clinical or counselling support systems for men and women with 
psychological or relationship problems. Meaghan Morris paints a grim picture of Australia in the 
1950s as a ‘society where women were talkative with each other and laconic with men, men were 
laconic with each other and catatonic with women, and children were seen but not heard’ (Morris, 
"Banality in Cultural Studies" 16). The discontent of women isolated to a ‘narrow domestic 
sphere’ and the confined drudgery of housework was described as ‘suburban neurosis’ and dosed 
with sedatives (J. Murphy 46). At the end of the 1950s, a substantial 22 per cent of women and 13 
per cent of men (perhaps equally disenchanted with their role as breadwinners) ‘were taking 
sleeping pills or other drugs to help them sleep or relax’ (J.Murphy). By then, radio was a big part 
of daily life for many stay-at-home women. 
 
Apart from its obvious role as a medium for the quotidian advertising of compound analgesics, 
did post-war radio play another part in this unhappy addiction? Radio arguably contributed to the 
social isolation of women. With radio as a substitute companion, Australian women were less 
driven to seek social interaction and dialogue (Johnson 65). At an individual level, radio became 
a surrogate friend for many women, a proxy for human companionship through its vicarious 
provision of the pleasures of society. Radio was the first broadcast medium to enter the domestic 
sphere, and the idea that broadcast media could erode or replace the human need for interaction 
started with radio. In Bowling Alone, American sociologist Robert Putman attributes part of the 
decline in civil engagement and social capital to electronic media, and television in particular 
(Putnam). As the first medium to invite the world into the home and diminish the need the need to 
leave it, radio paved the way for the electronic companionship of television.  
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Television starts 
The advent of television in the 1960s in regional Australia triggered a shift in the ratio of national 
to local advertising for commercial radio. National advertisers withdrew from radio virtually 
overnight and moved their business to television. Radio sales staff worked hard to increase local 
advertising to fill the revenue gap. In most regional areas, the rival media were both able to 
operate profitably because each had a commercial broadcast monopoly in their region. 
Government’s system of preference for local media owners when issuing regional television 
licences cushioned cross-media rivalry. All stakeholders had a vested interest in maintaining 
reasonable advertising rates. Although a high level of common directorships across different 
media in the same market provided fertile grounds for price collusion and anti-competitive 
practices, the Mackay case study shows an apparent healthy rivalry between different media 
forms.  
 
Commercial radio became characterised by music rather than serials, quiz, talent or other talk-
based formats which moved over to television. Metropolitan commercial radio stations began to 
adopt American-style music formats such as Top 40 in the 1960s, heralding the start of ‘teen 
radio’ in capital cities (Turner, "Who Killed the Radio Star?"). Distinguishing between city 
stations with the same music format became problematic for listeners in the target demographic 
group. The development of station brand promotion became critical as a means of constantly 
reminding listeners of the particular station’s identity. Ironically, this meant that each station 
adopted similar strategies to attract, retain and maintain audiences. Competitions, giveaways, live 
broadcasts, external media advertising, merchandising, promotional events and on-air promotions 
became the standard promotions formulas for all stations in the 1960s (Eastman, Ferguson and 
Killen 60). City radio stations began to sound more like each other and even less like regional 
radio, which did not have competition from other commercial radio broadcasters.  
 
Metropolitan commercial radio audiences and related advertising became increasingly segmented 
by music in the 1960s while regional commercial stations continued to program for and advertise 
to whole-of-community audiences. Talkback radio, which started in 1967, created a new 
conversation-based format for metropolitan stations. The legalisation of the broadcasting of 
telephone conversations was used by city commercial stations to attract and further divide 
audiences. Talkback was not just used for discussions with the public about issues of the day; 
telephone-based audio was used for news reporting, guest interviews and music request programs. 
Late night listener ─ host talk shows became popular in capital cities in the 1970s (Mac 78). 
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Commercial radio advertising was relatively stable in the 1970s in both metropolitan and regional 
markets (FARB Submission). It was a period of relative calm before the upheavals of the 1980s.  
 
The 1980s changed advertising market for both regional and city commercial radio services, but 
for different reasons. The introduction of FM licences in 1980 caused a major shakeup of city 
radio services. FM services’ ability to offer music with a better sound quality eroded AM 
stations’ audience share and advertising revenues.  By 2000 FM stations had 70 per cent of 
metropolitan radio advertising income and AM stations had largely converted to talk-based 
formats aimed at older audiences (ABA, The Commercial Radio Inquiry 24). Regional 
commercial radio did not experience the market disruption of competition from new FM services 
until much later, in the mid-1990s. For regional radio licensees advertising competition came 
from another quarter. 
 
In the mid-1980s, government determined that all Australians should have the same choice of 
television viewing regardless of their address. Regional television markets were aggregated in a 
process which entailed three adjacent regions served by three separate television stations with 
distinct audiences being brought together to form one large market in which all three stations 
would compete. Television stations were faced with the cost of setting up (usually two) new 
studio and transmission facilities in the aggregated market area. Labor’s Communications 
Minister Michael Lee was committed to enabling Australians to have ‘as wide a choice as is 
possible. Therefore we try to encourage as large a number of services as possible.’(P. Jones 390) 
Each regional audience gained two more commercial channels in addition to the existing local 
commercial radio station and the ABC local radio service.  
 
The result was an effective trebling of the amount of television advertising time available in each 
regional market. At the same time, television licensees faced vastly increased overheads as they 
opened new transmission and service facilities and hired new staff in each major regional town in 
their aggregated area (FARB Submission, 30). Consequently, television advertising rates fell as 
regional licensees scrambled to service heavy borrowings. The television stations also offered 
free production of commercials and accepted deferred payment and contra deals (FARB 
Submission, 30). All regional commercial media felt the effects of increased advertising 
competition: 
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Where previously the participating television stations had, at worst been 
friendly rivals in non-competing markets, they were now engaged in a dog 
eat dog battle. Immediately the effect of this battle began to make an 
unfriendly impact on the revenues of radio, newspapers and other media. 
(FARB Submission, 31) 
The new television stations poached staff as well as advertising revenue ("Interview Phil Moir"). 
In Mackay, several senior 4MK radio staff members were lured to television. General Manager 
Rob Dawson left radio to become the manager of the Ten Network station in Mackay, Program 
Director Phil Moir joined WIN TV (Nine Network) and Sales Director, Trevor Lymbery joined 
the Ten Network (Interviews with T. Lymbery and P. Moir). The overall impact of increased 
competition from FM services for city radio stations and television for regional operations was 
reflected in the sector’s overall advertising revenue performance.   
 
Overall expenditure on advertising in Australia’s main media (free-to-air television, newspapers, 
magazines, radio, cinema and outdoor signage) rose steadily from the early 1980s until the late 
1990s except for a brief fall during the economic recession of the early 1990s. The best-
performing media forms in the 1990s were magazines, with a growth rate of 15.1 per cent, with 
television and newspapers almost equal at growth rates of 4.8 and 4.7 per cent respectively. 
Despite the introduction of FM services in capital cities at the national level, radio revenues 
limped behind with a growth rate of 2.9 per cent (Productivity Commission, Broadcasting Inquiry 
Report 128-29). Metropolitan commercial services’ overall audience had not grown significantly: 
the new FM services had merely cannibalised an already competitive market, redistributing 
audience and income among an increased number of operators. The low national growth rate for 
radio advertising in the 1990s also reflected the fall in advertising revenue in regional radio 
markets that followed deregulation in the mid-1990s. Deregulation had its biggest negative 
impact on regional commercial radio stations, which were already reeling from revenue losses to 
additional television stations. 
 
Deregulation introduced competition into regional radio markets for the first time. The result was 
a discounting of regional radio’s appeal as a media form for both national and local advertisers. 
Multiple new commercial radio licences were released in previously sole-station towns. As local 
advertising income and audiences were divided by additional services, individual commercial 
radio stations struggled to make a profit. In the period from 1992 to 2001, there was an 80 per 
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cent increase in the number of regional commercial radio stations from 114 to 20518 ( ABA, The 
Commercial Radio Industry 12). During the same period, the average earnings of regional 
commercial radio stations declined by 22 per cent (FARB Submission, 35).  
 
For example, by 2001 the Mackay commercial radio market was saturated, with four stations 
competing for audience along with three ABC national services, a local ABC service and 
community radio. In the Standing Committee on Communications’ Inquiry into the adequacy of 
radio services in non-metropolitan Australia, Committee Member David Jull queried major 
national media buyer Harold Mitchell on the effect of crowded regional commercial radio 
markets. Jull used Mackay as an example of a saturated market, ‘to say competition is fierce for a 
very small audience would be an understatement’ (Standing Committee on Communications, 
Adequacy of Radio Services in Non-Metropolitan Australia 736). Mitchell confirmed that 
multiple stations in regional towns were often targeting the same 18─39 demographic. He also 
acknowledged that an abundance of stations resulted in a deterioration of local programming and 
detrimental rate-cutting. While conceding that price-cutting was of some benefit to advertisers, 
Mitchell said that reaching a broad regional radio audience often meant having to purchase 
airtime with up to four stations. This cost twice as much as using regional television ─ meaning 
radio was effectively priced out of the market.  
 
The overall impact of deregulation was a reduction in each station’s audience reach in every 
regional market.  As a sector, regional commercial radio had lost its lost appeal for national 
advertisers in particular. Whereas once a regional station could reach 80 per cent of the regional 
community, this audience was now divided between two or three or even four commercial 
stations. Many national advertisers switched to television or other advertising channels. 
Additionally, the market for local advertisers was also more competitive for radio because of 
competition from multiple regional television stations.  
 
Is advertising different in the bush? 
One of the key differences between regional and metropolitan commercial radio advertising is 
that local advertising rather than national advertising dominates regional radio. Although 80 per 
cent of commercial and community radio services are located in regional Australia, national 
advertisers prefer to use regional television to reach rural audiences (DoC, Localism 198). By 
                                                 
18 During this period only two new metropolitan commercial stations started (ABA, The Commercial Radio 
Industry: 1978-79 to 2001-02  11  ) 
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2000, regional commercial radio operators relied on local advertisers for 70 per cent of their 
revenue with the remainder sourced from national advertisers (FARB Submission, 12). This ratio 
was reversed in regional commercial television, which derived with 66 per cent of its revenue 
from national sources. Metropolitan commercial radio and television absorb most national 
advertising expenditure. In capital city radio and television markets 60 per cent of radio income 
and 93 per cent of television income are from national advertisers (FARB Submission 27).19  
 
Country television’s main rival advertising medium is the mailbox-delivered catalogue, not local 
radio, because the letterbox drop is a preferred alternative medium for national advertisers 
("Interview Paul Goldston"). In Mackay local advertising dominates on the three commercial FM 
stations in a ratio with national advertising that varies from 7:1 to 9:1 ("Interview Ali Davenport"; 
"Interview Paul O'Connor"). ACNielsen has found rural and regional commercial radio audiences 
tend to peak at breakfast, remain quite high during the day and decline significantly (relative to 
metropolitan audiences) in the late afternoon and evening (DMG, Submission: Radio Industry 
Inquiry-Appendix 3 10). This means that, for advertisers, breakfast and daytime slots are the 
preferred times to reach regional audiences. A 2000 Roy Morgan Research study that identified 
Australian media consumer types for the over fourteen age groups and analysed the groups 
geographically, found that commercial radio continues to be more important to rural and regional 
audiences than to metropolitan audiences. Urban radio audiences were more likely than regional 
listeners to be users of the internet and other forms of media (DMG, Submission: Radio Industry 
Inquiry-Appendix 3 11.  
 
In 2000, the Productivity Commission’s Broadcasting Inquiry Report found that while regional 
commercial television advertising growth rates were similar to those of metropolitan markets, 
regional commercial radio advertising revenue was at best very sluggish in FM sales and was in 
decline in the AM arena compared with metropolitan results ( 129). The Commission found that 
this was linked to radio’s smaller share of the more profitable national advertising revenue (131). 
It was also undoubtedly linked to the massive increase in the number of regional commercial 
radio stations which effectively divided advertising revenue from all sources between increased 
pools of operators.  
 
                                                 
19 Newspapers reflect commercial radio’s local/national advertising split, with local advertising 
predominating in regional areas (at 84 per cent, even higher than that of radio) and national advertising 
prevailing in metropolitan newspapers: (“FARB Submission” 27).  
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A pattern of entitlement of free advertising time for ‘worthy’ causes in local communities is also 
a characteristic of regional radio. This community expectation was established during regional 
radio’s long history of having to demonstrate community support and commitment to the 
regulator as part of the licence renewal process. Even when the licence renewal process was 
shelved in the early 1990s, regional commercial radio stations continued to provide millions of 
dollars worth of free airtime to community organisations. Free advertising had become a 
widespread expectation and it also created goodwill and connections with local audiences. While 
the quantity of free-to-air advertisements and notices has reduced, the national industry body 
estimated in 2001 that the 80 per cent of regional commercial stations that responded to its survey 
had provided almost $17 million worth of unpaid airtime for community service announcements 
(FARB Submission 40).  
According to the CEO of Commercial Radio Australia, Joan Warner, radio results in the 
Commercial Economic Advisory Service of Australia’s 2007 Advertising Expenditure in Main 
Media Report are encouraging for the industry.  
Radio advertising continues to perform in a competitive market with the metropolitan 
markets recording growth of around 8 per cent (7.6%) to a total of $644.5 million and 
regional markets growing by 5.5 per cent to a total of $319.7 million… It is also a 
significant feat that the radio industry has recorded growth in attracting advertising revenue 
over the past seven years, despite a couple of slower years, and in what is an increasingly 
competitive and cluttered media market. (Warner, "Radio records good growth in 2007"). 
 
The price of airtime is related to audience size, socioeconomic and demographic characteristics 
and the price and form of competing commercial media. The increased number of stations in 
regional Australia since the mid-1990s clearly limits audience reach for individual stations. While 
the stations could argue that what they have lost in quantity is compensated for by a more 
targeted ‘quality’ audience reach to specific demographics, this is offset by commercial electronic 
media’s mainstreaming tendency. This has been described by Collins and Murroni as an example 
of the economic theory known as ‘Hotelling’s effect’ (Collins and Murroni 62-3). In 1929, US 
economist Harold Hotelling described the economic benefits that were created when food vendors 
clustered together. In broadcast media, this results in ‘me too’ programming as media operators 
crowd the middle spectrum of consumer taste, and copy each other.  
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While Collins and Murroni cite US commercial television as their prime example, it is also a 
valid descriptor for commercial radio. In commercial radio, broadcasters in the same market will 
copy an ‘existing format rather than produce a unique format if its share of the audience for a 
duplicated format yields higher profits than the profits generated by the entire audience for a 
unique format’ (Glasser 129). This is essentially the powerful way in which advertisers critically 
influence programming. Advertisers demand audiences with certain characteristics and 
broadcasters program their services accordingly. This means that multiple broadcasters are often 
targeting the same high-spending audience demographic. Advertisers are not impartial and 
dispassionate organisations that allocate their budgets according to the preferences of media 
audiences (Curran 711). It is advertising that dictates programming and format decisions as 
audiences are assembled according to the demographic characteristics favoured by advertisers.  
 
The effects of deregulation on the appeal of regional commercial radio as an advertising medium 
have been explained, but the new government framework had other effects on advertising. The 
Act simultaneously eased advertising regulations as it fostered a more competitive environment 
for radio advertising in regional markets. 
 
Advertising regulation  
Advertising regulations and standards are designed to protect consumers from unscrupulous and 
misleading advertising. These frameworks have played a significant role in influencing all aspects 
of on-air advertising. For many decades, the Australian government was highly interventionist 
and prescriptive in regulating the details of broadcast advertising delivery when compared with 
other media forms. The first piece of Australian legislation that related to advertising was passed 
by the Victorian state government in 1932. It targeted deliberately deceptive claims by 
advertisers, making advertisers liable to prosecution while media and advertising agencies were 
immune (Crawford, "Truth in Advertising" 130). Regulation of radio advertising was somewhat 
haphazard until the 1942 Australian Broadcasting Act consolidated the regulation of public and 
private sector broadcasting. Until then commercial broadcasting had been administered by the 
Postmaster General’s Department (Allen and Spencer 57). The regulatory regime was further 
strengthened with the establishment of the Australian Broadcasting Control Board (ABCB) in 
1949 to oversee all broadcasting-related matters.  
 
Commercial radio operated in an increasingly regulated environment in which operators had to 
apply for licence renewal each year. Regional renewal applicants additionally had to demonstrate 
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compliance with the localism provisions as well as meeting religious and children’s programming 
and the Australian music quota requirements. Regulations specified a time limit on advertising 
per hour, a time limit for each commercial, a maximum time for a commercial break, the number 
of commercials that could be played in a row, the amount of program material to be included 
between commercial breaks, and bans or limitations on the advertising of particular products and 
services (Mac 84). However, enforcement was somewhat lax and the ABCB had ‘allowed licence 
renewal to become automatic, regardless of whether or not proprietors lived up to their 
undertakings’ (Allen and Spencer 105). This characterisation of the broadcast regulator as a 
toothless tiger was to become a familiar refrain that continued into the twenty-first century. 
However, it is unfair when applied to the regulator’s performance before deregulation as it was 
quite rigorous in its scrutiny and oversight of regional commercial radio. 
 
Annual licence renewal correspondence between the regulator and 4MK in Mackay supports a 
more favourable assessment of both the regulator’s diligence and the station’s corresponding 
eagerness to demonstrate compliance, especially with local programming rules (Australian 
Broadcasting Control Board). 4MK was required to submit an exhaustive amount of detailed 
documentation to the ABCB each year. It included lists of all other directorships held by 4MK’s 
directors, details of the licence-holding company’s other shareholdings, any changes in the 
company’s memorandum and articles of association, details of any commercial agreement with 
other commercial broadcasters, percentage of national and local advertising revenues, rate cards, 
daily program schedules, hours of service, a breakdown of the time allocated to service and 
information programs, Australian artists, talkback programs, Australian programs, women’s 
programs, children’s programs, religious programs, and so on. The station also supplied details of 
networked programs from other stations, the names and titles of technical staff and any changes 
in technical equipment or operations. After a desk review of the documentation, an ABCB review 
inspector would then visit the station to verify and validate the claims and inspect the premises. 
The licence review was a time-consuming and detailed process which gave the regulator a deep 
understanding of the commercial operations of regional radio.20 
                                                 
20 Until the early 1970s, even domestic radio and television owners had to be licensed, and were fined if 
caught without a licence. In 1960-61 in Queensland a total of 2313 people were convicted for failing to 
have a radio licence: (Statistics of the State of Queensland 1960-61, 20f) Interestingly, radio and later 
television licence fee evasion seemed to be a female crime. The ratio of fines for women consistently 
outnumbered those for males by two or sometimes three to one. In Queensland in 1968─69, a total of 2584 
people, including 1,972 women, were fined for licence evasion: (Statistics of the State of Queensland 1968-
69 16). Perhaps there was some sort of consensus in households that women would ‘take the rap’. 
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In the late 1970s, industry pressure for a self-regulated broadcast advertising system was 
investigated by the Australian Broadcasting Tribunal (which had replaced the ABCB). This was a 
precursor to the deregulation ‘fervour’ which started in the United States and reached Australia in 
the mid-1980s when government began to reform and reduce trade and media regulations and 
develop media policies which supported a ‘free market’. The eventual deregulation of radio in the 
1990s instituted major changes in ownership, industry structure and programming practices as 
well as advertising regulation.  
Self regulation 
Deregulation lightened the reins on commercial radio. Government moved away from applying 
‘public trust’ principles to planning, licensing and regulating broadcast media to a ‘hands-off’ 
free- market approach (Davies and Spurgeon). This entailed a shift from regulator-imposed 
standards to compliance with industry codes. However, the BSA was silent on how industry 
performance against the codes would be assessed by the regulator. After deregulation, complaints 
processes became the main avenue for public feedback, but at the same time the complaints 
handling process became more complex and fragmented under the industry self-regulatory regime 
(Davies and Spurgeon). Under the ‘light touch’ regime ushered in by the 1992 Broadcasting 
Services Act (BSA), consumer protection was provided through three mechanisms: Australia’s 
1974 Trade Practices Act, the BSA, and the advertising industry’s self-regulation system.  
 
Until 1996, advertising self-regulation was the responsibility of the Media Council of Australia 
(MCA) and the Advertising Standards Council (ASC). In 1996, the Australian Competition 
Tribunal revoked the MCA’s accreditation system for advertising agencies because the benefit to 
the public was deemed insufficient to outweigh the associated anti-competitive opportunities 
(Harker, Harker and Volkov 12). The self-regulation system had deteriorated into a nil regulation 
environment as the demise of the MCA meant that there was no framework for penalising code 
offences. The ASC was unable to force the withdrawal of advertisements that breached industry 
codes as advertising agencies were no longer compelled to abide by the self-regulation system 
(Harker et al.). In 1997, the advertising industry as a whole was deregulated and advertisers were 
no longer obliged to use an accredited agency to buy advertising space or create their 
advertisements. Consequently agencies became more specialised and some big advertisers 
(particularly in the retail sector) developed in-house advertising units to cut costs ( 135).  
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It took until 1998 for a new advertising self-regulatory regime to be developed. After extensive 
consultation with government, industry and consumer representatives, the Australian Association 
of National Advertisers (AANA) established a replacement self-regulatory advertising code and 
complaints structure through the Advertising Standards Bureau (ASB) and the Advertising 
Claims Board (ACB) (Cox). This system is based on public complaints processes and is funded 
through a voluntary levy on the gross media billings of advertisers. The levy is collected through 
advertising agencies and media buying agencies, and is applied exclusively to the self-regulation 
system. Advertising on television, outdoor posters and billboards and in the print media draw the 
most complaints (Overview of the Advertising Industry in Australia). The new system has been 
criticised as being even less effective than the previous system because it lacks the involvement 
of media bodies:  
 
 Since inception in 1998, the ASB has received prolonged and severe criticism from many 
 commentators, including the advertising industry, and the very uncertainty of the 
 compliance process has produced timidity from the complaint handling body, 
 evidenced by the 5 per cent  uphold rate. (Harker, Harker and Volkov 14) 
 
The overall framework for regulating media advertising was weakened in the 1990s by the move 
to industry self-regulation. The system is complicated and fragmented, with industry-specific 
codes as well as generic codes and a myriad of agencies involved in the process. A US study into 
the effectiveness of North American broadcast self-regulatory measures found problems caused 
by limited resourcing and expertise and weak enforcement sanctions. Self-regulation works best 
when the industry is highly motivated, subject to accountability and audit checks, and where the 
codes are precise and less likely to be interpreted subjectively (Leiss, Kline and Jhally 632). The 
Australian system does not perform well when it is assessed against these best practice 
benchmarks.  
 
The Federal government, which remains the ultimate arbiter and regulator, also controls one of 
the nation’s largest advertising budgets. There are inherent tensions in government operating as 
both a protector of public interests in relation to false and misleading advertising and as one of 
the nation’s major advertisers. Some aspects of government’s performance as an advertiser show 
that it is a direct beneficiary of the ‘light touch’ regulatory environment. This undermines 
government’s capacity to act as an independent protector of the public interest in relation to 
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advertising regulation. A brief outline of government’s recent performance as an advertiser 
provides some context for an evaluation of the radio industry’s code of advertising practice. 
Government advertising: Who is watching the gatekeeper? 
Federal and state governments are routinely criticised because of an increased blurring of the line 
between campaign advertising (which should be funded through party funds) and government-
funded advertising aimed at informing the Australian public of government initiatives and 
policies. In 2006, the Commonwealth government was the nation’s second highest advertiser, 
with an estimated expenditure of $140 million. The New South Wales and Victorian state 
governments also figured in the top ten (Top Advertisers).21  There are few rules or regulations 
covering Federal government expenditure on advertising (Childs). Indeed, there is no legislative 
control over political advertising campaign content in any medium unless defamatory content can 
be proved (Miskin and Grant). In 2002, free-to-air commercial television licensees (who receive 
the most revenue from political campaigns) announced that they would cease checking political 
advertising for accuracy and no longer substantiate claims made in political commercials (Miskin 
and Grant). The television industry body argued that because political advertising was not 
covered by the 1974 Trade Practices Act, the licensees did not have legal grounds to require 
political advertisements to be truthful (Miskin and Grant). This meant the content of political 
advertisements on television was subject only to defamation laws and limited legislation related 
to the process of vote casting.  
 
A subsequent Senate Inquiry into government advertising and accountability in 2005 made a 
number of recommendations for increased transparency and accountability in relation to 
government advertising, including the publication of an annual report on government advertising 
expenditure following the Canadian model (Senate Finance and Public Administration 
Committee). But the committee split along party lines and none of the recommendations (as at the 
end of 2007) were implemented. The Howard government’s $100 million taxpayer-funded 
WorkChoices campaign in 2005─6 was criticised as a particularly egregious example of political 
rather than informative advertising because ‘segments of the communication strategy for the 
WorkChoices campaign were broadcast and published before the legislation had even been 
introduced into parliament’ (Childs).  
 
                                                 
21 In the UK, the national government is the biggest radio advertiser, spending more than £45 million in 
2007 ─ far ahead of the next biggest radio advertiser, DFS, which spent close to £8 million: ( Top Radio 
Advertisers) 
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The level of public funding political parties receive after elections without even having to provide 
proof of expenditure on campaign advertising has also been criticised as a significant and 
growing burden on the public purse.22 Following the 2007 federal government election, the Labor 
Party received $21 million and the Liberal Party $17 million for their campaigns (Campaign 
Funding System Open to Abuse, Say Critics). The amounts political parties receive are based on a 
formula calculated on the percentage of votes received above a certain level not proof of 
expenditure (Miskin and Grant). Government’s performance as an advertiser does not engender 
faith in its ability to operate effectively as a protector of public interests.   
 
Radio rules 
Since 1992, Australian commercial radio has operated under a Code of Practice developed by 
industry in accordance with Section 123 of the Broadcast Services Act 1992 and registered with 
the ABA (now ACMA). The Code purports to ensure that commercial broadcasters ‘have regard 
for prevailing community standards in broadcast material, while preserving their right to 
responsible freedom of speech’ (Commercial Radio Industry Code of Practice). Adherence to the 
Code is not a condition of a broadcaster’s licence. The Code covers representations of bigotry and 
vilification, suicide, violence, misuse of alcohol and illegal drugs, sex and sexual behaviour, 
accuracy and fairness in news and current affairs, the portrayal of Indigenous Australians, 
changes in station format, Australian music content requirements, interviews and talkback 
programs, emergency information and advertising. The Code for advertising is very brief. It refers 
to other relevant codes and stipulates that advertising cannot be presented as news or other 
programs.  
As a response to the increasing convergence of television, radio, telecommunications and the 
internet in 2005 government created a single regulatory and advisory body. The Australian 
Broadcasting Authority (ABA) and the Australian Communications Authority (which regulated 
telecommunications, radio communications and internet content standards) merged to form the 
Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA). In 2007 the statutory authority 
employed 500 staff and was located within the federal government Department of Broadband, 
Communications and the Digital Economy. ACMA works with relevant industries to achieve 
‘active’ self-regulation, and monitors industry compliance with licence conditions, codes and 
                                                 
22 In 1984, government introduced legislation which enabled the use of public funds to offset the cost of 
campaigns for political parties, ostensibly to create a ‘level playing field’ for all parties.  
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standards. It also professes to monitor the effect of regulations to ensure they are responsive to 
community needs.  
Despite these claims, the regulator’s ability to enforce compliance through Australia’s self-
regulatory system is severely limited. In a 2005 review of the ABA’s (now ACMA) enforcement 
powers, Professor Ian Ramsay found that the agency did not have access to a number of middle-
range administrative powers and civil penalties which were available to other regulators in 
Australia and overseas (Ramsay). For example, while the ABA was able to direct national 
broadcasters, the ABC and SBS to broadcast on-air corrections and apologies, it did not have this 
power in relation to commercial broadcasters. The ABA was able to do little more than publish 
breaches on its website, and advise the offending broadcaster that it would closely monitor future 
compliance. More seriously, the ABA was basically powerless to act on recurring and serious 
code breaches by licensees. A key weakness in the  adoption of a self-regulatory approach in 
Australia has been the regulatory authority’s limited ability to enforce the Codes of Practice and 
to apply meaningful sanctions and penalties for breaches of the Codes (Ramsay). A requirement 
that the authority must satisfy a criminal standard of proof for breaches of licence conditions 
makes prosecution virtually impossible. This was made clear in the aftermath of the 2000 
Commercial Radio Inquiry.  
2000 Commercial Radio Inquiry  
In 2000, the ABA embarked on a major investigation, the Commercial Radio Inquiry into 
complaints that announcers on 2UE, 3AW, 5AD, 5DN and 6PR had contravened the Code of 
Practice in relation to presenting advertising as news or other programs. The inquiry was 
triggered by a report the year before by the ABC’s Media Watch program which alleged a 
financial agreement between 2UE announcer John Laws and the Australian Bankers’ Association. 
This was a catalyst for an avalanche of allegations about announcers on metropolitan stations 
around Australia with the ABA scrambling to broaden its terms of reference as the complaints 
multiplied. The Inquiry found substantial breaches of the Code, citing a ‘systematic failure to 
ensure the effective operation of self regulation- including a lack of staff awareness of the Codes 
and their implications’ (ABA, The Commercial Radio Inquiry 4 ). The Inquiry also provided 
some surprises for station licensees as a few presenters had commercial endorsement 
arrangements that were hitherto unknown to station management (52).  
 
The Inquiry resulted in the development of three new Standards. These required the on-air 
disclosure of sponsorship agreements in current affairs programs, licensees to keep a register of 
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commercial agreements between presenters and sponsors, and evidence of processes to ensure 
Code compliance (Commercial Radio Standards). Unlike the Codes of Practice, compliance with 
the Standards was a condition of a broadcaster’s licence. The Standards commenced operation at 
the beginning of 2001 and were extended indefinitely in early 2003.  
The Standards are:  
• Broadcasting Services (Commercial Radio Compliance Program) Standard 2000 ─ 
requires the establishment of compliance programs by licensees  
• Broadcasting Services (Commercial Radio Advertising) Standard 2000 ─ requires 
advertisements to be distinguished from other programs;  
• Broadcasting Services (Commercial Radio Current Affairs Disclosure) Standard 2000 ─ 
requires the disclosure of commercial agreements by presenters of current affairs 
programs (Commercial Radio Standards)  
The Disclosure Standard warrants closer attention because it was later subject to multiple and 
serious breaches by 2UE. The Standard applies to all commercial radio broadcasting licensees 
who broadcast current affairs programs. It was designed to ensure commercial radio broadcasting 
licensees provide fair and accurate coverage of matters of public interest through the disclosure of 
commercial agreements that might otherwise compromise impartial reporting. Licensees must 
provide the Authority with details of each commercial agreement between sponsors and 
presenters of current affairs programs or their associates and publish a register of the agreements 
on their web site. The Disclosure Standard also obliges licensees to require that their contracted 
presenters disclose personal commercial agreements to the licensee (Commercial Radio 
Standards).  
 
However, when 2UE subsequently breached the Current Affairs Disclosure Standard nineteen 
times, and failed to adhere to specific conditions imposed on it following the 2000 Commercial 
Radio Inquiry, the ABA was unable to proceed with a criminal prosecution in 2004 (Ramsay). 
The Commonwealth Director of Public Prosecutions advised the agency that, although it had 
proof that breaches had occurred, that was of itself insufficient proof to establish a breach of the 
Act to the required criminal standard. The ABA therefore had no reasonable prospect of 
achieving a conviction against 2UE.  
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Because revoking a licence was considered a severe penalty which also affected audiences, the 
ABA was generally reluctant to undertake extreme enforcement, even in the face of 2UE’s 
flagrant non-compliance. Acting ACMA23 Chair Ms Lynne Maddock announced that the only 
civil remedies available to the ABA were the imposition of further licence conditions (which 
must not be punitive) or the suspension or cancellation of 2UE’s licence. She dismissed the latter 
as an option saying the ABA ‘would always be extremely reluctant to deprive the public of a 
popular service’ (Ramsay 43). This was a stark example of the ABA’s post-deregulation 
‘toothless tiger’ status, with compliance powers that were limited to little more than waving an 
admonishing paw. The regulator was frequently unable to deal with breaches of BSA 
requirements adequately and licensees rarely experienced any consequences of non-compliance 
(Kenyon and Bosland).  
 
As part of the 2000 Commercial Radio Inquiry, the ABA examined prevailing advertising and 
sponsorship regulatory practices in the United States, the United Kingdom, Sweden, Canada, 
Germany and France. The UK system for advertising self-regulation in commercial radio in 
particular provides an example of an effective scheme with precise Codes that are not open to 
interpretation and meaningful sanctions.  
Self-regulation in the UK 
The UK system for broadcast advertising regulation is extremely rigorous and detailed. The 
British broadcasting regulator, Ofcom, can call upon a wide range of administrative monetary 
powers to ensure regulatory compliance and enforcement (Ramsay 73). The seventy-five-page 
Radio Advertising Standards Code is based on the principle that all advertising must be legal, 
decent, honest and truthful and it covers every imaginable form of radio advertising transgression 
(UK Radio Advertising Standards Code). The Code is written and enforced by the Broadcast 
Committee of Advertising Practice and is administered by an independent body, the Advertising 
Standards Authority (ASA). The ASA hears and adjudicates audience complaints for all forms of 
advertising. Radio advertising scripts must be cleared with the Radio Advertising Clearance 
Centre (RACC) or (if appropriate) by the radio station itself in advance of approval for airplay. 
However, many categories of advertising have to be cleared by the central agency, the RACC. 
These include commercials aimed at children, those that use children’s voices or testimonials, 
consumer credit and finance advertising, and advertising related to alcohol, trade unions, medical 
products and services, health and beauty products, food and nutrition, contraception and sexual 
                                                 
23 The ABA and the Australian Telecommunications Authority merged to form the Australian Media and 
Communications Authority (ACMA) in 2005. 
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health issues, gambling, dating agencies, movies for those aged over eighteen and religions, 
among other categories (UK Radio Advertising Standards Code).  
 
In the UK, commercial stations have to hold support material which substantiates the claims 
made in commercials. The Code specifies when certain types of advertising can be scheduled, 
requires a clear separation of programming and advertising, covers discrimination, political, 
public or industrial controversy, celebrity endorsements, superstition, price claims, misleading 
claims, unfair comparisons, denigration, use of sound effects and good taste and decency. It even 
specifies the use of the word ‘free’. The level of detailed compliance required is staggering. The 
onus is on radio licensees to ensure that their advertisers can substantiate any claims made in 
commercials. In the case of charity advertising, licensees must ensure that it is a bona fide and 
registered charity. There are seven rules alone that relate to how sanitary protection products may 
be presented and twenty-three rules that relate to alcohol advertising (UK Radio Advertising 
Standards Code).  
 
Ofcom has a number of enforcement powers that are unavailable to the Australian broadcast 
regulator. It can impose substantial administrative penalties up to ₤250,000, reduce the term of a 
broadcaster’s licence, direct a licensee to broadcast a correction or statement of findings and 
impose a requirement for the supply of scripts or recorded programs to Ofcom where there have 
been repeated breaches of licence conditions (Ramsay 75). The cost of compliance is 
considerable for industry, and the Code must test the creativity of advertising agencies but it is 
clearly effective with only 222 complaints about radio advertising received in 2006 (Advertising 
Standards Authority Annual Report 2006) .24 Many of the UK-developed self-regulatory 
advertising standards have been adopted by the twenty-seven member states of the European 
Union (ASA Annual Report 2006).  
 
No rules for radio’s new consumer? 
While there are huge variations in regulatory approaches in the USA, UK, Canada, France, 
Germany and Sweden, there is one key principle which prevails across all the jurisdictions. All 
require a clear distinction between advertising and programming material ( ABA, Commercial 
Radio Inquiry 118). According to DMG Radio’s Australian CEO, Paul Thompson, this 
                                                 
24 ACMA recorded 886 radio and television broadcasting complaints in 2006─7 but does not provide a 
breakdown on the source media:  Given the population differences ─ UK 61 million and Australia 21.5 
million ─ it does seem reasonable to contend that the UK had fewer complaints per capita for radio. 
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requirement has become an anachronism. In a 2004 speech, he complained that the Australian 
Commercial Radio Advertising Standards sat uneasily alongside shifting advertising practices and 
the attitudes of the ‘new consumer’ (P. Thompson). He defined the ‘new consumer’ as: 
 
• under 40 and more likely under 35; 
• intensely media savvy; 
• far more vigorous in identifying what is acceptable, what is hype and what is misleading 
than any regulator; 
• not able to tolerate big blocks of commercials accepted by earlier generations; 
• having a general preference for irreverent and lighthearted advertising and 
communication;  
• requiring originality and honesty; 
• expert at identifying and discarding information they don’t want (P. Thompson). 
 
His description evokes the concept of the resistant and interpretative audience identified by 
cultural studies in the 1980s (Ang 1991; Hall; Fiske; Morley 1987; Radway). This work was built 
on earlier communications research by Elihu Katz in the 1940s in which he developed a ‘limited 
effects’ model of the influence of mass media. In the 1970s, Katz and Jay Blumer developed the 
influential ‘uses and gratifications’ model of audience behaviour which identified the personal 
motivations individuals bring to their use of mass media (Blumer and Katz). Raymond Williams 
has argued that it is unreasonable to expect advertising to be truthful because consumers are 
complicit in ‘a cultural pattern in which the objects are not enough but must be validated, if only 
in fantasy, by association with social and personal meanings’(R. Williams"Advertising" 335). It 
appears that commercial broadcast media have been slower to identify (at least publicly) the 
resistance of mass media audiences as they have a vested interest in promoting their capacity to 
influence audience behaviours.  
 
Thompson went on to cite Australian social trend forecaster Rosemary Herceg’s views on the 
blurring or ‘integration’ of advertising and programming. Herceg claims the new consumer does 
not see a line between advertising and programming content; he/she is more concerned with 
originality and innovation (P.Thompson). According to Thompson, it is accepted industry 
knowledge that advertisers must seek ‘effective engagement’ with consumers, and this can only 
be achieved by moving away from ‘signposts’ that signal a commercial is about to follow and the 
adoption of integrated programming and advertising practices. He called for format-specific 
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advertising standards, arguing that the existing Standard threatened the very existence of 
commercial radio, -which relied completely on its ability to deliver effective advertising (P. 
Thompson).25 UK research commissioned by Ofcom into the radio listening habits of the 18─30 
iPod generation supports Thompson’s view of new consumers’ disenchantment with format 
radio’s generic ‘playlist culture’ and advertising (The Knowledge Agency).  
 
Thompson’s call for the regulator to allow the ‘integration’ of programming and advertising 
would have had clear benefits for his organisation’s Nova Network, which launched in 2001 on 
the basis of a ‘Sounds Different –never more than two ads in a row’ guarantee. The ‘reduced 
advertising’ branding approach was developed by DMG after extensive consumer research. In 
Sydney, the Nova station was the first new commercial station to launch in twenty years. Despite 
entering an already cluttered and highly competitive marketplace, Nova’s combination of quirky 
humour and fewer commercials made it the number one rating station for its target audience in 
just over a year. Soon after the Melbourne Nova station followed suit, and became the city’s top-
rating FM service after only three months. Both stations were profitable in less than two years of 
starting, which was well ahead of the anticipated profit schedule. Similar successes followed in 
Perth and Brisbane (Mendham). DMG proved that there were still big profits to be made in 
metropolitan radio advertising.  
 
Radio’s effectiveness as an advertising medium is related to many characteristics, but its ability to 
engage with listeners on an emotional level is a fundamental aspect of its appeal. The final 
section of this chapter will examine how radio’s particular characteristics and practices as a 
broadcast medium influence its capacity as a channel for advertising. This includes a comparison 
of radio’s advertising effectiveness against other media forms. Commercial radio cultivates and 
uses emotional engagement, trust, testimony and authority to win audiences. An examination of 
these practices will be followed by an investigation of audience behaviours which reveal 
listeners’ motivations for tuning into commercial radio. The practices of commercial radio and 
audience responses are closely interlinked as commercial radio undertakes extensive and regular 
research into listener attitudes and requirements and adjusts its practices accordingly.  
 
                                                 
25 Commercial radio formats use music and discourse style to divide audience into demographic target 
groups. 
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Radio’s appeal: How effective is it as an advertising medium? 
Radio is an intimate medium. It closely aligns with the preferences of individual listeners and has 
a particular appeal for the lucrative 18─34 age group (Commercial Radio – A Snapshot). In 2004, 
the US-based Radio Ad Effectiveness Lab (RAEL) conducted research into the comparative 
influence of radio, print and newspaper advertising on consumers (The Benefits of Synergy: 
Moving Money into Radio). It is worth noting that while RAEL is a not-for-profit research 
organisation which claims to be independent, it is funded by commercial broadcasters. However, 
its findings are widely accepted and used by commercial radio broadcasters throughout the world 
to differentiate the impact of radio advertising. Its findings are also consistent with industry 
research in the UK and Australia (Bedford). The study’s key findings were that: 
 
• radio listening is a one-on-one emotion-driven experience; 
• the 18─34 age group is best reached through radio rather than television or newspapers; 
• listeners believe that the medium and its advertising is more relevant to them than TV or 
newspapers; 
• consumers see television and newspapers as for the masses but radio is what they turn to 
for their personal wants and needs; 
• consumers believe radio carries advertisements which are relevant to them as 
individuals; and 
• the ability of radio to make personal emotions-driven connections with listeners 
contributes to the effectiveness of radio advertising.  
 
The RAEL findings were confirmed by two UK research studies commissioned by Ofcom in 
2006. These studies additionally cited radio’s low advertising cost relative to other media, short 
lead times, high-frequency opportunities for a limited financial outlay, effectiveness in terms of 
consumer response, mobility (car radios) and ability to reach a local audience (Harris Interactive; 
Human Capital). Studies by the industry-funded UK-based Radio Advertising Bureau (RAB) 
found radio to have a key advantage as a ‘low avoidance’ medium. While television audiences 
will switch channels to avoid commercials and ignore advertising in newspapers and magazines, 
radio listeners tolerate commercials (Ingram). 26  
 
                                                 
26 Cinema advertising is acknowledged as the lowest advertising avoidance medium, but radio has greater 
audience reach. 
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According to the RAB, perceptions of media brands have changed over the past 20 years. There is 
increasing evidence that in the eyes of consumers commercial media are now marketing-led 
businesses which seek to exploit their audiences (Radio: A Trusted Source for the Discerning 
Consumer). Television in particular is seen as a potentially harmful medium and individuals often 
feel apologetic or defensive about the amount of time spent watching television. Many also feel 
that children should be stopped from watching too much television. Research participants were 
also found to be suspicious of newspapers running sensational headlines to boost sales. However 
the RAB claims that this ‘creeping cynicism has yet to dominate perceptions of radio 
stations’(The Benign Status of Radio). Indeed the RAB report found that commercial radio 
stations are perceived as having a positive role in people’s lives - keeping them company, giving 
them informed and allaying feelings of loneliness or isolation. Radio audiences had no reported 
concerns about commercial radio being bad for them. 
 
 In 2003 the RAB commissioned research into the multiplier effect of combined radio and 
television advertising compared with television-only campaigns. The Radio Sales Multiplier 
Study demonstrated an increase in sales and brand recognition when radio and television 
advertising were used together (Dunnhumby). Increasingly radio advertising is being sold as a 
key part of a marketing mix because it is a cost effective multiplier of the effects of advertising in 
television (Using Radio with Television: How Radio Advertising Enhances the Effects of 
Television, ; Using Radio with Online: How Radio and Online Combine to Fulfil Brand 
Interactions, ; Using Radio with Outdoor). A 2005 study commissioned by Commercial Radio 
Australia to examine the multiplier effect of radio and television advertising provided case study 
evidence to support claims that radio advertising, used in conjunction with television advertising, 
was more effective than a television-only advertising campaign (Millward Brown). Brand 
recognition case studies demonstrated that reallocating a percentage of television advertising 
budget to radio, significantly increased brand awareness and sales and provided a greater return 
on investment than television-only advertising.  
 
Radio: A familiar ‘truth-teller’ 
Commercial radio is unabashed in its efforts to influence the consumption behaviour of its 
listeners. It is, after all, its purpose and the measure of its success. It is not only advertising that 
benefits from the trust-framework radio builds. Radio’s ability to engender trust from listeners 
has wider implications for the power of radio discourse. The values and world view as constituted 
and disseminated by commercial radio are consequentially influential. The nature of an audio-
 92
only medium dictates unique audience development strategies and relationships. An investigation 
of these practices reveals the factors that work together to build listener trust and loyalty. In an 
examination of the role of contemporary culture in everyday life Bennett and Silva claim: 
‘[N]otions of risk and its opposite ─ trust [are] central to contemporary culture’ (Bennett and 
Silva 1). Questions of truth in commercial radio are bound up with concepts of trust, localism, 
testimony, authority and the everyday. According to RAEL research in the United States, 
consumers believe television and newspapers are designed to satisfy the masses, while radio 
provides gratification of their personal wants and needs.  
 
In a 2004 RAEL study, when participants were asked to compare the effects of television and 
radio advertising, they rated radio ads as more honest, reliable, trustworthy and local. While 
‘local’ seems the odd one out in this list of otherwise personal traits, geographic specificity in 
radio is not only connected to the other characteristics, it underpins them. One of the highest 
ratings for radio over television was in response to a statement that related to advertising’s ability 
to make the respondent feel more connected to my community (Personal Relevance, Personal 
Connections 5). Radio’s key strength has always been its ability to address the individual as part 
of a group through its discourse. Radio listeners make an emotional connection with radio that 
does not seem to occur with other media. Few people drive around with newspaper or television 
logo stickers on their cars, but many people of all ages proudly proclaim their listener status in 
this way. While this may in part be attributed to the nature of the technology, emotional 
connectivity is also cultivated by the broadcaster through music and discourse that is calculated to 
insinuate itself into the everyday life of the listener.  
 
Commercial radio provides an everyday aide-mémoire for identity ─ this is my station, my music, 
my town, my generation, my discourse. Commercial radio deliberately builds a ‘me’ 
knowingness that defines acceptable behaviours, activities and consumption objects. The listener 
uses his/her station to provide information and music that supports the maintenance of identity 
currency. As consumption also confers identity, advertising targeted at particular demographics 
becomes less obtrusive because it is more likely to be aligned with identity formation. So the 
useful ‘facts’ presented by radio, the news, weather, events, the latest music become blurred with 
product and service commercials. This blurring of commercial and non-commercial content is 
achieved through station competitions and promotions and their associated outcome-oriented 
narratives, which present particular products or experiences as desirable.  
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In an examination of the ‘crisis of trust’ prevailing in the western world, British philosopher 
Onora O’Neill recasts the crisis as a ‘culture of suspicion’. Questioning proof of a major decline 
in public trust, she points to evidence which demonstrates that ‘we still constantly place trust in 
many institutions and professions we profess not to trust’ (O'Neill 13). When evaluating trust in 
relation to mass media, O’Neill focuses on journalists and news reporting. She ignores the 
massive amounts of information and opinion conveyed outside the news format through print, 
television and radio’s informal discourse and narratives which in turn affect the trustworthiness of 
the source medium. She contrasts the trust involved in face-to-face interactions with the one-to-
many communication relationships of mass media: ‘In traditional relations of trust, active inquiry 
was usually extended over time by talking and asking questions, by listening and seeing how well 
claims to know and undertakings to act held up’. (O'Neill 76) Radio is the mass medium that 
comes closest to mimicking the traditional face-to-face processes for granting or refusing trust. 
As a reliable, accessible and trustworthy source of day-to-day information, radio engenders less 
audience scepticism than its media peers. 
 
While radio is clearly a broadcast, one-to-many medium, it effectively builds the illusion of a 
personal, two-way dialogue for its listeners through frequent interaction between presenter teams, 
between presenters and guests, and with representative callers. Listeners engage in vicarious 
‘conversations’ through the overheard dialogue of others. Long-term experience of relying on the 
knowledge of radio has shown the radio audience that it has a strong claim to knowledge and a 
reputation for delivering on its informal ‘contract’ to entertain and inform. This is further 
strengthened when localism or a ‘world-known-in-common’ is mobilised to differentiate local 
radio from rival national and global media forms and to underpin its reputation as a familiar 
‘truth-teller’. Radio’s ability to connect with and influence audience is perhaps most clearly 
demonstrated through the behaviour of politicians whose barometers of trust are keenly tuned to 
potential channels of influence and who increasingly use talk radio as a preferred medium for 
policy promotion. Radio is recognised by political commentators as the ‘front line’ of all 
Australian election campaigns (Suich). Commercial radio’s twenty-first century use of rhetoric 
and testimony gives it a human, embodied appeal, which can connect with audiences in a way 
that imitates traditional processes of giving and withholding trust. This is a powerful attribute in a 
competitive advertising media market. 
 
Australian radio audience surveys by the ABA have shown listeners think of radio as a 
companion or friend that also gives them a sense of belonging (Appleton 86). In life we trust our 
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friends, and radio’s ability to become an ersatz companion is accompanied by some of 
friendship’s trappings of trustworthiness. As the most intimate broadcast medium, it is even worn 
on the body; radio reflects a modern preoccupation with the personal. In Australia, listeners’ trust 
was somewhat eroded by the ‘cash for comment’ scandal that erupted in 1999 when high-profile 
talkback radio hosts John Laws, Alan Jones and others were shown to have presented paid 
endorsements as independent opinion (ABA, Commercial Radio Inquiry). In an interview, Sydney 
Morning Herald journalist David Marr claimed that the blurring of news and advertising in 
commercial radio a longstanding Australian problem. 
 
 Advertisers all over the world want plugs for their goods and services to sound like news, 
 or entertainment, or anything other than advertisements. In Australia, there’s just 
 historically been an extraordinarily lax view of the muddling up of news and 
 entertainment and hard sell. And although there are broadcasting codes of practice 
 here, they have never been formally enforced, never (Hughes). 
 
Although regulations governing the transparency of advertising payments have been changed, the 
separation of consumer messages and editorial comment on commercial radio is still often 
deliberately imprecise.  
 
Testimony: A tool for authenticity 
Commercial radio uses individual stories as a recurring device to build a connection with listeners 
and an editorial framework that confers authenticity and believability. This offers clear benefits to 
advertisers, but it also lends weight to commercial radio’s ability to influence the attitudes of its 
audience in relation to discourse on social, cultural, political and economic matters. The use of 
testimony as a formative structure runs across commercial radio’s factual and entertainment 
programming. This is, of course, enabled by the very nature of the technology; the human voice is 
more seductive than disembodied text. Like television, radio provides an opportunity to witness 
the lives of others. ‘Confessional practices pervade and, arguably define mass culture.’ (Gilmore 
17) Commercial radio routinely uses the stories of representative listeners to build authenticity 
with its audience. Individual stories are selected to support a station’s particular identity and tone. 
Radio identifies its target audience demographic and then meets its [preferred] behaviours and 
discourse. The audience is groomed to accept radio as ‘one of us’. As radio has become a more 
personal broadcast medium, it is also the broadcast technology which most closely reflects the 
change in consumption patterns that have accompanied modernity. As consumer patterns have 
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fragmented, the relationship between the subject/consumer and the object/ product have become 
intertwined. Poster, among others, has identified a shift from consumption as a symbol of class to 
a more individual message. Whereas consumer objects once represented social status, they now 
express ‘one’s identity’ (Poster 416).  
 
In Radio in the Global Age, David Hendy defines the key tasks in radio production as a need to 
find voices and sounds ─ ‘actuality, a requirement to structure material into some form of 
narrative and a constant need to achieve ‘liveness’ or at least topicality (73). Radio cultivates a 
deceptive appearance of interactivity. Listeners’ voices and stories are carefully and routinely 
used to confirm the target demographic and its values ─ here are people like me ─ and to 
reinforce the idea that it is live and accessible. Of course callers are carefully selected and the 
presenter has ultimate control over access, the conversation and time on air. It is, in effect, a 
performance of interactivity:  
 
There are expectations that the guest expert, phone-in opinion giver or quiz contestant will 
be to the point and play within the rules of the genre or they will be summarily despatched 
from the airwaves. (Hendy 159)  
 
While television makes use of metropolitan studio audiences, such programs are often 
prerecorded and they do not match the edginess of radio’s live and local chat and the potential 
(even if never acted on) of interaction.  
Sources of radio’s authority 
The discourse of commercial radio is designed to convince and persuade an audience to think or 
act in a certain way. Radio ingratiates itself with an audience, and thereby gains its trust and 
loyalty. One way it achieves this is by building its ethos or ethical appeal as a ‘good citizen’ 
which is expert in popular culture generally and music in particular. Before the advent of 
broadcast technologies, popular culture entered the home through newspapers, magazines, books 
and gramophone records. In regional cities, local newspapers were the key channels for 
information pertinent to everyday life. Newspapers have a certain gravitas and authority; they 
purport to present the facts with opinion allocated to editorials and columns. Radio technology is 
innately more adaptive than newspapers and less hamstrung by highbrow concepts of editorial 
and moral authority. Commercial radio is irreverent. It [safely] thumbs its nose at authority and 
claims to be at one with its listeners in negotiating the daily frustration of dealing with 
bureaucracy and its attendant regulations. Radio’s empathy and [apparent] resistance to authority 
 96
perversely confer it with authority through its ability to articulate what is and is not acceptable for 
a particular group.  
 
While entertainment rather than news is commercial radio’s prime concern, this is leavened with 
news and information. It caters for, and arguably sets, the news expectations of its coterie of 
listeners. News is limited to brief outlines of major stories, but these are repeated frequently and 
updated constantly. While today’s newspaper may offer detailed background of yesterday’s news, 
radio offers news on the hour. Because its content is limited, there is less chance for radio to get it 
wrong. It is possible that listeners accept a lower burden of proof for radio news. Just as we tend 
to accept the word of people we trust, the ‘companion’ status of radio lends authority to its 
content. Radio is also more ephemeral; its discourse is fleeting while mistakes or falsehoods in 
text linger to give continued offence. These services not only act as ‘hooks’ to attract audience; 
they also underpin radio’s key attributes of ‘liveness’ and ‘localness’. Local news, notices of 
upcoming events and weather reports are some of the ‘facts’ listeners rely on for making 
decisions in their daily lives. The radio audience trusts the radio station to provide reliable 
information that is accurate and timely. 
 
Local radio stations play an institutional role in towns through their daily interaction with social, 
business, political and community life. Local charities and not-for-profit groups are given free 
airtime to promote events, with stations at times playing active roles in particular fundraising 
projects. Stations model themselves as good ‘citizens’, and this lends them moral and civic 
authority. Of all the media in a regional community, commercial radio is the one that is seen to 
belong to the community. While commercial radio develops an audience to meet its business 
needs, there is a symbiotic expectation that local broadcasters ‘should reinforce a sense of 
belonging to a particular community’ (DoC, Localism 223).  
 
Music is the primary characteristic that segments and defines a particular commercial radio 
audience demographic and its associated discourse. As music is an accepted field of expertise for 
commercial radio, does this knowledge framework also confer authority? The industry certainly 
applies its own measures to determine audience acceptance of music content. Delivering listeners 
the music they want is critical to commercial radio’s success. Stations monitor audience response 
to music programming through direct listener input with request programs and surveys. Regional 
commercial radio’s music programming is (usually) inherently conservative in that it conforms to 
the station’s particular mainstream music format. Risk is avoided and the result is often ‘highly 
 97
standardised and repetitive music programming’ (Ahlkvist 353). Does this mechanistic approach 
erode the authority commercial radio derives from its status as a specialist in contemporary 
music? In a recent study of the programming philosophies behind commercial music radio in the 
United States, Jarl Ahlkvist demonstrated that, although deregulation and economic concentration 
have embedded ‘techno-rational’ programming strategies, music programming remains a skill 
that can’t yet successfully be defined by an algorithm (Ahlkvist 354).  Commercial radio remains 
a powerful and recognised arbiter of popular music culture, a role that confers some of the status 
and authority of an ‘expert’ to the medium and its associated advertising and discourse. 
 
Radio’s uses and gratification 
What is it that radio provides for its audience that not only keeps a listener tuning in but also 
bestowing high levels of trust in its rhetoric? In the ‘uses and gratification’ approach to studying 
audience, the central task is to identify what pleasures and uses people gain from broadcast 
media. Radio is seen to offer four key types of gratification: a diversion from life’s routine; 
companionship and social integration; self-awareness; and knowledge about events in the world 
(Hendy 133). Commercial radio uses a variety of strategies to create gratification ‘hooks’ which 
engage and hold audience attention. At an overall level, the flow of music, discourse and 
information is designed to meet the daily timetable of its listeners’ entertainment and information 
needs. The gratification needs of the morning commuter are met through humour (diversion from 
life’s routine), provided by familiar voices (companionship) which speak directly to 
representative listeners (social integration) about issues or events such as traffic updates  that are 
relevant for that day (self-awareness and knowledge of world events).  
 
In a study of the uses of television, John Hartley argues that television has become a powerful 
teacher of ‘cultural citizenship’, and that this is based on mutual trust that has developed over 
time between commercial networks and their consumer-addressee audiences (Hartley 155). The 
work of building a trust relationship is in many ways more difficult for free-to-air commercial 
television than it is for commercial radio. This is because television is in many ways still stuck in 
radio’s pre-television programming mix. While commercial radio stations target particular 
demographic groups all day and every day, television still caters for a broad audience, although 
programs at various times of the day fragment audience into different age groups, genders and 
interest groups. Radio is able to achieve a more seamless and consistent alignment with its 
listeners’ preferences for consumer products, discourse style, entertainment and news. Radio may 
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have more social impact as a teacher of cultural citizenship than television, given that Australians 
spend more time listening to radio than consuming any other media form (Miller and Turner 133).  
Commercial radio’s daily narrative is an integral part of many people’s lives.  
Why are they listening? 
Why do so many Australians listen to the radio each day? Broadcast technologies provide the 
symbolic resources and tools that help us to make sense of the complexities of the everyday 
(Silverstone 762). In the western world, mass media and everyday life form a Gordian knot. 
Radio’s role is often discounted in comparison with that of television because radio is seen as a 
secondary medium. Radio is a soundtrack that plays while we are doing other things such as 
working, driving, walking, cooking and gardening. While there is a distinction between ‘active’ 
and ‘distracted’ listening in radio audience studies, television researchers have found the concept 
of a focused attentive television viewer to be equally problematic (Morley, Family Television). 
One could argue that a commuter may provide a more focused attentiveness to radio in the car 
than later at home to television while sitting on the couch. Setting aside debates about relative 
audience attention, Australians consume as much or more radio as television, and commercial 
radio has the lion’s share of the audio audience (Commercial Radio- A Snapshot). More than 95 
per cent of Australians listen to the radio, with the average household boasting five radio 
receivers (Forde, Meadows and Foxwell 87). Commercial radio’s daily narrative is an integral 
part of many people’s lives.  
 
The ‘everyday’ is not only the site of commercial radio; it is also its preferred subject. This is 
why we invite it into our lives, ostensibly because we require information: we ‘need’ to know 
what the weather will be like, the traffic report, the news, what’s happening in ‘my’ community 
and to hear ‘my’ style of music. Radio is immediate; it provides a mental map of ‘today’, ‘this 
day’, in everyday life. It is so much a part of the routine of everyday life that its content is almost 
immaterial; it is the custom of listening to radio that is more important. It is a free, readily 
accessible, constantly upbeat and useful companion that can be relied upon to be there at any time 
of the day or night offering today’s new stories and sounds within a predictable, comforting 
framework of the familiarity of the everyday. Radio’s cultural work confirms the listener’s 
identity. It provides topics for future conversations, new music to buy, new events to attend and 
product/service solutions. For a teenager negotiating the boundaries of identity, radio provides 
essential data for demonstrations of cultural knowledge in the quest for peer credibility.  
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What is apparent from this description is that listeners invest an enormous amount of trust in their 
preferred radio station. We rely on radio; we make daily life decisions based on radio ‘truths’─ I 
will drive this way to work because the traffic report says my usual route is gridlocked. The 
listener is justified in the veracity of radio every day. The constant provision of particularised 
facts collectively, and over time builds trust and authority. For many, listening to commercial 
radio is (along with watching commercial television) the only knowledge-seeking activity that 
they undertake. Commercial radio and television provide an informational framework for their 
lives. However, we must be mindful that ‘even the most potent of mass media content cannot 
ordinarily influence an individual who has no “use” for it in the social, psychological context in 
which he lives’ (Morley, Television, Audiences and Cultural Studies 49).  
 
When radio aligns its schedules with the rhythms of daily life ─ traffic reports in peak hour, 
breakfast and drive time with a duo or trio of comedians ─ it moves beyond being a reflection of 
the daily timetable to being a metronome for life. Radio matches our daily schedule in a way that 
generates intimacy and sociability. Of course, listeners are not always tuned in and actively 
listening. Nevertheless, the relentless daily weight of commercial radio’s audio ‘map’ of what 
constitutes our social/political/economic/cultural world shapes its audience to some extent. 
 
In his examination of the changes to processes of evaluating truth that accompanied the formation 
of the new discipline of science in seventeenth century England, Shapin claimed that: ‘[A] world-
known-in-common is built up through acts of trust, and its properties are decided through the civil 
conversations of trusting individuals.’ (Shapin 36) If we consider the discourse of commercial 
radio to be overheard ‘civil conversations’, it is not unreasonable to accept it as a key daily 
engineer of the concept of a ‘world-known-in-common’ for its audience. Shapin identified new 
tests for assent to testimony that were applied to the emerging bodies of scientific knowledge. 
The evidence had to be:  
 
 plausible, multiple, consistent, immediate, from knowledgeable or skilled sources, 
 provided in a manner which inspires confidence, and be from sources of  acknowledged 
 integrity and disinterestedness. (Shapin 36)  
 
While radio clearly fails the disinterest test, it arguably passes the others. Radio is believable, it is 
relied on every day and, while its discourse is mainstream and controlled, it provides a powerful 
appearance of being multi- and democratically voiced. It is both consistent and constant. Its 
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presenters are oracles of popular culture and supremely confident communicators. It could be 
contended that television and newspapers would also pass most of these tests. But when radio’s 
intimate and familiar relationship with individuals, which to a degree surmounts media’s spatial 
separation from its audience, is factored in, it becomes a more robust ‘truth-teller’ than its media 
peers. This creates a ‘Trojan horse’ effect which allows the advertising in its belly to breach the 
resistant ‘walls’ of its community of listeners. The next chapter will illustrate commercial radio’s 
relationship with listeners in a particular community. 
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Chapter 4  The only show in town: Commercial radio in Mackay 
1931 to 1968 
 
The local station is a local voice- still one voice among other voices in the media choir- but 
with possibilities of connecting the specific local ‘feeling’ of cultural heritage and identity 
with the globalising media culture (Jauert 104-5).  
 
Commercial radio station 4MK was the preeminent broadcast medium in the central Queensland 
town of Mackay for close to sixty-five years attracting the daily attention of most of the 
community. In many ways, the station typifies the nature and role local commercial radio stations 
had in regional communities. Most started as family businesses which were later bought out by 
larger networks, becoming more corporate in the process. As the main custodians of broadcast 
localism for many decades, commercial radio stations exercised major social, cultural and 
political influence in their rural and regional communities. Country stations’ civic engagement 
with their communities grew from a combination of imposed localism requirements and the ‘good 
citizen obligation’ local owners exercised as the sole operators of their districts’ radio services. 
Radio was one of a cluster of the technologies of modernity that arrived in Mackay over a six-
year period. Electricity generation was switched on in 1924 and the first movie with sound was 
screened in late 1929, just over one year before the start of radio. Cinema with sound and 
broadcast radio commingled for Mackay audiences.  
 
The experience of radio listening in regional Australia was quite different from that of 
metropolitan audiences. Robert C. Allen has argued persuasively that in the USA the small-town 
cinema experience was significantly different from that of urban dwellers because of the social, 
physical, economic and cultural context in which it occurred (Allen). Likewise, and to an even 
greater degree, listening to radio in rural Australia was very different from listening to radio in 
Brisbane, Sydney or Melbourne. Radio listening was a more spatially ‘rustic’ practice than 
country cinema-going. In rural radio, it was not just the external factors that contrasted with those 
of city life. The very ‘text’ itself- the discourse of radio, and the singularity of the sole station 
service ─ marked it as distinct from not only metropolitan radio, but that of its neighbouring 
region as well.  
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Map of the broadcast licence area for Mackay 
 
 
 
Image held by the John Oxley Collection of the State Library of Queensland 
 
This photograph of Mackay looking along Shakespeare Street was taken by Jack Williams in 
1938 from the top of the 4MK transmitter in his backyard.  
 
 
Good morning Mackay: 4MK starts in the living room 
Broadcast radio was introduced to Mackay in January 1931 by an enthusiastic ham station 
operator who was initially more interested in the technology than the business of radio. John 
(Jack) Williams (Junior) had been operating ham radio station VK4JH since 1929. Jack’s interest 
in radio started while he was still at school. Using a 1912 copy of the work handbook Wireless 
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Telegraphy in the early 1920s, he built crystal sets and then more elaborate valve receivers with 
plug-in coils which could pick up Sydney stations. Carrying his radio equipment, he would climb 
the pine tree in the school grounds opposite his home to see whether there was a ship offshore at 
Flat Top island anchorage some miles away. If there was a ship, he would listen for Morse code, 
unhindered by the fact that he ‘didn’t know A from B’. Jack’s devotion to radio did not diminish 
when he started work in a department store. He continued to build ever more complex radio 
receivers: ‘I mightn’t have been a whiz kid at school — in fact; you could say it was a period of 
non-learning — but wireless was my passion.’ On hearing that government had allocated two 
commercial broadcasting licences in Brisbane, ‘We thought, why not us? Let’s give it a go.’ 
("Schoolboy Hobby Leads to Founding of 4MK") In 1930, Jack and his father John Henry 
Williams applied for a licence to operate a commercial radio station in Mackay (L. Williams 
249).  
 
The Williams men were not alone in their enthusiasm. ‘Radio fever’ swept across Australia in the 
1930s, with 92 commercial radio stations established across the nation by the end of the decade. 
In 1925 Queensland amateur radio enthusiast Ted Gold pioneered commercial radio when he 
started 4GR in Toowoomba a (sizeable) rural town located in the hinterland an hour’s drive west 
from the state capital of Brisbane. The station was a clever initiative to boost sales for his radio 
manufacturing and electrical business. Radios were very expensive, with Gold’s first 
Toowoomba-manufactured three-valve set selling for ₤75, a princely sum in the midst of the 
Great Depression (Goss). In 1925, the Queensland government took up a ‘national’ licence for 
Brisbane and 4QG commenced broadcasting. Brisbane had to wait another five years for 
commercial radio when 4BC and 4BK opened in 1930. When the Williams’ 4MK station in 
Mackay started in 1931, it was the state’s fourth commercial radio operation. Townsville’s 4TO 
commercial radio station commenced a few months later. The significance of radio is 
demonstrated in the fact that Mackay was then almost a two-day journey by train from Brisbane, 
and Townsville was a further long day’s journey to the north.  
 
Distance from metropolitan centres did not inhibit the start of radio services across Australia. By 
1940, there were 100 Australian commercial radio stations in operation, most located in non-
metropolitan areas (Mackay 211). In Queensland, stations were started in Rockhampton and 
Maryborough in 1932. Further north, in 1936 Cairns’ commercial radio station 4CA started 
broadcasting from a suburban home, although 4CA was owned by Amalgamated Wireless 
(Australasia) Ltd (AWA). By 1940 Queensland had 19 commercial radio stations (Mackay 207-
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9). Only two stations were located in the state capital, Brisbane, with the remainder in centres 
scattered along the coast north of Brisbane although there were some stations in western parts of 
the state including Warwick, Charleville, Longreach and Roma.  
 
4MK was established during a ‘laissez faire’ period of policy and regulation as federal 
government grappled with broadcasting and licensing models and the implications of the new 
technology. Radio’s ability to erode the city/bush information divide was recognised by 
government policy-makers. The federal minister charged with responsibility for the new medium, 
Postmaster-General William Gibson, predicted that: 
the advent of Wireless Broadcasting will prove a great boon, especially to the people in the 
country districts, as its successful development should place them virtually in the position 
of city dwellers, who obtain their news in the morning and evening. This should go far 
towards removing the isolation now existing in outback districts.’(Wireless Institute of 
Australia 5) 
 
As was mentioned in the first chapter, by 1932 government had decided that Australia would 
operate a dual system. This system would consist of a national broadcasting service funded by 
government and licence fees, and commercial services with a local focus funded through 
advertising. The 1932 Australian Broadcasting Commission Act established the Australian 
Broadcasting Commission (ABC) and provided government with responsibility for ensuring that 
both national and commercial services operated in the public interest (Mackay 1).This was quite 
unusual at the time, as most western nation states (other than the USA) ‘captured’ the technology 
of radio as an exclusive government right creating centralised, metropolitan-based national public 
institutions focused on fostering national cultures (Hilmes, "Foreword: Transnational Radio").  
 
 Nowhere else, not in film, in music, in publishing or in art, had such a large dominant 
 state-authorized apparatus, devoted itself to organised cultural production, and cultural 
 production of a determinedly national origin and purpose. (Hilmes, "Foreword: 
 Transnational Radio" iv).     
 
In contrast, the privately -owned US commercial radio system focused on localism at a 
community level rather than national identity (Hilmes, “Foreword: Transnational Radio”). 
Australia was unusual in creating a system that aimed at providing its citizens with both a local 
commercial service and a national public broadcasting service. 
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The entrepreneurial Williams family was certainly enmeshed with the local economy and its 
social networks. The family company, Williams Agencies, variously provisioned ships, sold cars, 
tractors, real estate, insurance and agricultural equipment, and acted as a shipping agent for the 
Thursday Island Pearling company’s trochus shell, bệche de mer and fishing industries. In the 
same year that the enterprising father and son started 4MK, Williams Agencies also became 
service agents for QANTAS, meeting a small red and silver plane to hand over and receive mail 
bags four days each week (L. Williams 241). The father and son’s fascination with wireless 
technology, their innovative zeal, family support and business and social connections with the 
local community carried the fledgling station through its first few years of unprofitable operation. 
Local businesses were slow to take up the new medium, and it was four years before the station 
made a profit. ‘Although it was the Depression then, financially we functioned because I had a 
job [in a hardware store] and my father had the business.’ ("Schoolboy Hobby Leads to Founding 
of 4MK") Business profitability was also held back by Williams’ limited sales expertise in the 
new medium and his lack of time for active marketing.  
 
4MK was officially opened by Mackay Mayor (later Senator) Ian Wood at 8pm on Monday, 12 
January 1931. There were only 120 radio receiver licence-holders registered in Mackay, although 
there were many more unlicensed radios in the district (J. Williams 2). Many of the listeners were 
within a 10 kilometre radius of the transmitter ("4MK Is 50"). Jack Williams did not have to 
travel far to go on air as the station operated from the family home on the corner of Shakespeare 
and Nelson Streets, and continued to do so right through to 1950. The 100-watt transmitter was a 
150 foot angle iron construction in the backyard. The studio was a console in the living room, and 
the record library was housed in a lean-to. John Williams (Snr) would chat to the record librarian 
while he shaved in the laundry each morning. According to Jack Williams: ‘[O]ur partnership 
worked well: Dad with his business know how and I with my technical experience. I used to 
select the programmes, play the records and keep the transmitting equipment serviced. Actually at 
the time I was the only one in Mackay with any radio transmitting experience.’ ("50 Years of 
Radio in Mackay")  
 
During its first few months, the fledgling 4MK had a silent night on Oddfellows’ Lodge nights 
while Jack attended the meeting. Broadcasting initially also ceased at lunch and dinner time. Soon 
after starting 4MK, the family business, Williams Agencies, was hit hard by the Depression and 
the related downturn in the region’s sugar industry. The company was wound up, with only the 
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farm machinery agency and the radio station retained as going concerns. Jack Williams’ personal 
passion for the technology of radio motivated him to persist with a venture that from a business 
point of view did not provide a meaningful return. The business also presented significant 
technical challenges, including the local construction of a transmitter with transformers that could 
cope with Mackay’s notoriously fluctuating mains voltages.  
Commercial and community? 
The development of the dissemination of broadcast media is often approached from a 
technologically determinist viewpoint. The uptake and use of new electronic media forms is 
presented as geographically uniform and dictated by the technical nature of the medium rather 
than the social and cultural circumstances in which it is received. Media theorist Brian Winston 
argues for ‘a more complex, socially and politically nuanced cultural determinist view of 
[electronic media] history, which focuses on the nature of the demand environment that enables 
the application of new media technologies’ (Winston 13). He identifies factors such as the rise of 
the home market and dominance of the nuclear family as crucial accelerators for the adoption of 
broadcast technologies (14). In this instance one man’s technical absorption in the new 
technology of radio led the way for broader community acceptance. 4MK was operating in a 
suitable social environment for the uptake of radio, given the predominance of the nuclear family, 
but initially the cost and technical difficulties of radio ownership inhibited uptake. Radios 
required some technical competence to operate, as they were powered by a complex array of 
batteries in combination with a receiving aerial. It was Williams’ technical fascination with radio 
rather than commercial ambitions that allowed the station to continue in its first few years of 
operation. He was more interested in and concerned with refining the technology of broadcasting 
in terms of sound and reach than in investigating the medium’s possible commercial 
communication and business uses. Nevertheless, the programming and discourse of 4MK 
reflected Williams’ civic, musical, social and even spiritual interests, as well as his understanding 
of what the Mackay community wanted to hear. 
 
As a result, in many ways for its first two decades 4MK operated more like a community radio 
station than a commercial enterprise. Australian commercial radio was still an infant industry 
when 4MK launched, and Mackay was isolated from its metropolitan and even regional peers. 
Jack Williams had little in the way of established business models to emulate. In his accounts of 
the early days of the station, Williams repeatedly tells stories of 4MK’s role as a coordinator of 
emergency services, a community bulletin board, a beacon for pilots in bad weather, a 
 108
coordinator and provider of weather information to farmers and a platform for church and 
community groups and activities. 4MK operated for many years as a de facto emergency services 
organisation, monitoring distress and emergency transmissions from sea and remote properties, 
and remaining ‘on air’ for aircraft flying by radio compass through evening storms (Kennedy 
219). In 1938, 4MK played a lead role in the organisation of an air and sea search for the local 
launch Dorisana which had left Mackay for the Percy Islands and unwittingly headed into a 
storm. On board were Percy and Isabella Armitage, their children Jack (eleven) and Margaret 
(ten) and a friend, Leslie Brake. 4MK was manned tweny-four hours a day during the search 
conducted by local boats, planes and the Australian Navy’s Canberra and the Voyager. 4MK 
broadcast search directions and the search boats used homing pigeons to communicate with 
search headquarters at the 4MK studio in the Williams’ house.  
 
While the Dorisana and her crew were never found, a 4MK appeal for funds to support the search 
raised ₤860 in twenty-six hours (J. Williams "30 Years of Broadcasting" 4). This was a 
significant sum for a small town still feeling the effects of the Depression and a powerful 
demonstration of radio’s ability to galvanise the emotions of its new ‘community’ of listeners. 
Further, through these activities 4MK can be seen as a key contributor to Mackay’s social capital, 
which is defined as the ‘glue’ that binds people into their community and allows them to work 
together for the good of the community (Gray and Lawrence 173). By this measure, 4MK played 
a key role in building social capital, particularly in times of community disaster. 
 
Radio’s importance in areas that are prone to bushfires, annual floods and cyclonic weather 
cannot be overstated. The distances between townships and cities in regional Australia are 
significant and many people routinely travel very long distances to work, school and play (P. 
Murphy). Concepts of distance and isolation have long been important factors in the shaping of 
regional Australian society and culture. Environmental-determinism characterises rural cultures 
as homogenous because the physical environment has a major influence on people’s behaviour 
and character. This approach has limitations because it implies that rural communities are fixed in 
terms of social arrangements, form and function (Wendt). Nevertheless, a physical environment 
that often demands a coordinated response from its community members does generate shared 
meanings and beliefs, particularly in relation to self-reliance, collective responsibility and 
belonging. As demonstrated by the Dorisana example above, in Mackay 4MK played a 
significant part in building that sense of community interdependence. 
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Radio was the first technology to surmount the annual tropical storm or cyclone-induced road and 
rail closures that routinely isolated towns for days or weeks at a time. At these times, listening to 
the local radio station on a battery-operated portable receiver was a vital and at times lifesaving 
activity, not merely a source of entertainment. Isolating weather events still occur in regional 
Queensland, and emergency services continue to use the local radio station to broadcast road 
closures, evacuation areas and flood levels. They use radio to advise when and where power will 
be restored, and provide details of the path and wind velocity of approaching cyclones. At times, 
radio remains the sole connection to the outside world for rural Australians. This is one of the 
reasons the relationship regional Australians have with their radio station has been and remains 
different from that of city dwellers.  
 
Jack Williams’ long-standing view of urban modernity is evidenced in a script he wrote for a 
1961 broadcast in celebration of the station’s thirtieth anniversary. He cheerfully recounts a joke 
told by the Master of Ceremonies at 4MK’s first outside broadcast from a band concert and dance 
in 1931:  
 
 
    An old man from Nebo went down to Sydney for a holiday. He stayed at the Hotel 
 Australia. He was sitting in the lounge when two flashly dressed women came in  and sat 
 near him, one of them said to him, ‘Do you mind if we smoke?’ The old man replied, 
 ‘No I don’t mind, you see at Nebo where I come from, all the gins smoke’ 
              (J. Williams "30 Years of Broadcasting" 5).27 
 
While this joke reveals a casual acceptance of racism as a community norm, for Williams the 
joke’s appeal undoubtedly lay in its sly thumbing of the rural nose at city folk. It provides a small 
insight into what constituted a normative representation of gender, race, rurality and 
metropolitanism by an influential daily provider of cultural concepts.  
Profit and influence 
Given Williams’ focus on technical rather than business development, it is not surprising that it 
was four years before 4MK started to make a profit. In an interview with the local newspaper, 
Jack Williams said: ‘Wireless was a new and untried medium for advertisers so we weren’t 
                                                 
27 Gin is a pejorative term for an Aboriginal woman. 
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exactly swept off our feet by sponsors.’ For the first six months of operation. the 4MK advertiser 
log book showed only two regular advertisers, Michelmores department store and Ian Wood who 
operated a travel company. This may have also been because broadcasting hours were very 
limited and programming was almost exclusively gramophone records. ‘By about 1935 we were 
just staggering. Michelmores [a local department store] was our first and for many months, only 
advertiser.’ Those who did advertise found it could be effective. According to Jack, one local 
furniture store cancelled its advertising because it was so overwhelmed with customers it couldn’t 
cope ("Schoolboy Hobby Leads to Founding of 4MK").  
 
Advertising was certainly not pursued aggressively; 4MK operated on an ‘order-taker’ basis with 
advertisers having to take the initiative of booking advertising as there were no advertising sales 
staff. Specialised sales staff members were hired for the first time only in the early 1950s. This 
slow road to profitability for regional commercial radio was commonplace. Mildura’s commercial 
radio station, 3MA, started broadcasting in 1933 but did not become profitable until twenty years 
later in the early 1950s. In the intervening period, it was underwritten by the local newspaper 
owner ("Bill Lanyon"). The community benefit delivered by the station’s services appeared to 
have balanced its failure to deliver a profit. In the 1930s, AWA had to take over the operations of 
some regional radio stations after they defaulted on payments for broadcasting equipment 
("Interview Jack Gleeson").  
 
 
The power of the station’s discourse was demonstrated early on. When 4MK commenced, the 
pronunciation of Mackay to rhyme with ‘hay’ was common usage. Not long after the station 
opened a deputation from the Mackay Chamber of Commerce visited with a request that the 
station change its pronunciation of Mackay to rhyme with ‘tie’ as requested by the Governor of 
Queensland because this was how the town’s namesake, early settler John Mackay, pronounced 
his name (J. Williams "30 Years of Broadcasting" 5). 4MK standardised on the requested version 
and residents changed their pronunciation accordingly, an early indicator of the power of radio in 
establishing community-accepted ‘norms’. As the single gatekeeper for access to the new 
medium, Jack Williams exercised significant influence. The community he provided with airtime 
was the social and business network to which he belonged. The world presented on 4MK was 
very much shaped by the beliefs and interests of the Williams family. 
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4MK was very much a family business. It initially operated only in the evenings because the six 
family members who variously operated the equipment, announced, booked advertising and ran 
the record library all worked in the family’s Sunshine Machinery business or elsewhere during 
the day (L. Williams 249). Radio production and broadcasting was based in the family home, but 
in the 1930s the Williams family established a city office for radio administration and advertising 
bookings in their Williams Agencies building in Sydney St. The enterprising family also opened a 
historical museum in the building during the 1940s with displays of geological specimens, early 
farm machinery, historical objects, coins, shells and live snakes. The Williams family members 
were ‘self proclaimed paragons of moral and social virtues’ who were ‘strictly teetotal and devout 
church goers’ (Kennedy 218).  
 
4MK’s programming reflected the family’s conservative values for many decades. Local 
churches were given free airtime for daily morning and night services, although the Anglican, 
Presbyterian, Methodist and Seventh Day Adventist churches had noticeably more access than the 
Roman Catholic Church which was limited to ‘special occasions’ (Kennedy 219). While 
commercial radio has an acknowledged capacity to fast track and disseminate new music culture 
(Rothenbuhler and McCourt 369), in the single-station towns of rural Australia, radio often 
espoused conservative values and attitudes. The world view as relayed through 4MK was largely 
white, male managed and voiced, and rural.  
 
Life for listeners 
Radio was one of a cluster of technologies that were new to the Mackay community. Electricity 
had only arrived in the township six years before 4MK started, and regular screenings of ‘talkies’ 
had started just the year before. However, 4MK was the first broadcast electronic medium to 
enter the private audio space of the home. Early programming activities included live 
performances by local musicians and outside broadcasts from major community events such as 
the opening of the new Mackay Harbour. 4MK also broadcast descriptions of track and road cycle 
events as well as football games and professional wrestling bouts (J. Williams "30 Years of 
Broadcasting " 3). Despite their modest location, Jack Williams and his father tackled ambitious 
broadcast projects with alacrity. Ever keen to master a technical challenge, in the station’s first 
year they broadcast a two-hour concert by the Mackay Eisteddfod Choir from the living room 
studio. Space constraints dictated a reduction in size from fifty to thirty-five choristers. The 
program included Tales of Hoffman, an ‘innovative and humorous interpretation’ of Old Mother 
 112
Hubbard for children, and Handel’s Worthy is the Lamb. The broadcast was a great success, with 
Williams receiving letters of congratulation from listeners (Hayes).  
 
4MK enabled the community to ‘hear’ itself for the first time at a time when few homes even had 
a telephone; it was radio that brought the ‘real-time’ outside world into the home. For women in 
particular, this was a life-changing event as public transport was limited and car ownership was 
rare. Bicycles were the most common means of transport around the flat city. Mackay held a 
reputation as a ‘city of cyclists’ until the early 1960s. Practically all of the community used 
bicycles for both work and pleasure, with the city’s bike racks packed with bikes during the day 
and stacked six deep outside dances and cinemas at night. When Malvern Star head Bruce Small 
launched his new range of models for 1935 at a conference in Mackay, Jack Williams and the 
editor of the Daily Mercury were key media guests (Hayes). 
 
Transport limitations did not hinder social activities. Live entertainment was a rival for the stay-
at-home charms of radio. In the 1930s, at least three dances were held each week in the Mackay 
centre with many others held at regional halls around the district. Local orchestras and vocalists 
performed at dances and regular concerts. However, the region had not avoided the effects of the 
‘mean’ decade characterised by the Great Depression which dominated the 1930s (Robertson 
415). The Mackay Citizens’ Unemployment Relief Committee built a shelter shed in 1932 to 
accommodate the increasing number of itinerant unemployed men passing through town ("Our 
Century" 33-34). For those with limited funds, listening to the radio provided a low-cost (for the 
price of an annual licence) alternative. 
 
Initially, 4MK only broadcast for two hours a day, although this was soon extended to three hours 
from 7pm to 10pm each evening. The program started with a recording of the Fox Hoyts Radio 
Club which provided movie reviews and gossip, followed a half hour later by the Women’s 
Session and then twenty minutes of news read (with permission) from Mackay’s The Daily 
Mercury newspaper. The news was followed by two hours of music until the station closed with 
local announcements. There was a high degree of cooperation between the new radio station and 
the established local newspaper, which obligingly published 4MK’s daily program schedule. This 
may have been because Jack Williams and Mercury editor W.J. Manning were business 
acquaintances. As I mentioned earlier, 4MK was also not a significant rival for advertising 
revenue for some years.  
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About one-third of the station’s program was ‘local’ content, with the remainder comprising 
recorded music or program transcriptions. These were received on 78s from Sydney or Brisbane 
through a circulating record library system. Until 4MK built up its own record library, it 
borrowed records from local music shops and even listeners (Kennedy 218) . Even in the initial 
compressed programming schedule of 1931, there is something utterly familiar in 4MK’s 
commercial mix of international and Australian recorded music, cinema-related celebrity gossip 
and local news. It is a distinguishing characteristic of radio that it is at once local, national and 
international (Howley 1). From its inception, regional commercial radio offered listeners a 
multiplicity of local, national and international content. In contrast, television has eschewed the 
local in favour of metropolitan and international content.  
 
Radio’s tripartite channelling of British, American and Australian culture is also part of the 
broader Australian cultural experience. As an English-speaking nation with a relatively small 
population, Australia has relied heavily on imported British and American cultural products. 
4MK presented the glamour of the outside world of British and American movie stars, musicians 
and singers alongside local voices and news. While the station assisted in the building of regional 
cinema audiences, it also created a broader profile for the town’s ‘star’ performers, announcers, 
politicians, clergy and business people. Civic leaders and some local musicians or singers 
achieved a patina of fame as they became well known to the community audience through regular 
on-air programs or performances. The scheduling of 4MK’s programming in the 1930s, however, 
remained anchored in the domestic sphere rather than the business world.   
 
Radio broadcasting was still a stop ─ start affair in Mackay in 1936, although it had extended 
from evening-only broadcasting to include daytime services. Programming was structured around 
the Williams family’s domestic timetable, ceasing for meal times and resuming after lunch and 
dinner. 4MK commenced broadcasting on weekdays at 9.30am with a ‘Ladies’ Session’ which 
ran for an hour and a half. These female-focused morning sessions remained a feature of morning 
programming for the next 30 years. After broadcasting closed from 11am until 1.30pm, music 
with announcer introductions was played until 5.30pm when broadcasting ceased again. At 
6.30pm the station reopened to play ‘dinner’ music for half an hour; this was followed at 7pm 
with a half-hour sponsored program. News was read from the Daily Mercury from 7.30pm to 
8pm. This was followed by music until the station closed at 11pm. 4MK’s Saturday program 
included a ‘Children’s Party’ session and race results (C. Jones 32).  
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Newspaper buy in 
When 4MK began, the key organisations that served as channels for shared community stories 
were the newspaper, the Daily Mercury, and churches. Radio did not initially encroach on this 
territory. Indeed. 4MK gave local churches an additional platform for sermons, and news was 
read with editorial permission from the Daily Mercury. From the beginning, 4MK had a close and 
interdependent relationship with the newspaper. The newspaper was more formal and 
professional in its address to its readers. Its role in the community and its format and style were 
based on long-established professional and technical fields of expertise and reader expectations. 
4MK was not only new as a broadcast technology and production environment for its producers; 
it was also a novel media form for its listeners. The new station did not set out to compete with 
the newspaper’s established ‘hard’ news service role. It did, however, develop a parallel capacity 
to deliver social and cultural news such as wedding, birth, funeral and birthday announcements, 
church, charitable club and sporting news. This information was based on listener contributions. 
While it did not adopt the formal editorial line of the newspaper in relation to particular issues, 
the station was undoubtedly influenced by the personal beliefs and particular civic ‘barrows’ of 
Jack Williams and successive general managers.  
 
The relationship between 4MK and the Daily Mercury was formalised in 1937 when the 
newspaper bought a share of the business and Mackay Broadcasting Service Pty Ltd was formed 
(L. Williams 252). By this stage, the radio station’s advertising revenue-earning potential was 
apparent and it is reasonable to assume that the Daily Mercury would have been concerned about 
4MK’s inroads into its hitherto exclusive advertising domain. Newspaper owners throughout 
Australia had watched the new radio phenomenon with wary interest, with many buying into 
radio. Sir Keith Murdoch admitted that newspapers had been apprehensive about the advent of 
commercial radio in the early 1930s ("Newspaper Radio Most Listeners"). The Brisbane daily 
newspaper, the Courier-Mail took over Brisbane commercial station 4BK in 1934 and later 
opened a relay station on the Darling Downs. Buying into the radio business became a popular 
strategy for newspaper owners, to the extent that by 1941 some 44 per cent of commercial 
stations were associated with newspapers (Allen and Spencer 60). 
  
In the 1960s, Mackay’s three media ‘dynasties’ ─ the Williams, the Manning family (Daily 
Mercury) and the Taylor family (cinema operators) ─ extended their family-based media empires 
to encompass television. All had founding directors and shareholdings in the town’s first 
commercial television station. The trajectory of the development of 4MK and its relationships 
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with other pre-existing and following media illustrates a pattern of media development and 
consolidation that operates on a local, national and global scale. The Daily Mercury buy-in is an 
example of what media historian Brian Winston describes as the ‘law’ of the suppression of the 
radical potential of new media technologies. These are brakes which slow the disruptive impact 
of new technology on the social or corporate status quo (Winston 14). In Australia, this happened 
on a macro scale as newspaper proprietors bought into the new technology of radio and reined the 
start-up businesses into an established sphere of influence and business networks. Later this 
would also happen in the commercial television industry, with government policy support. 
Indeed, in regional areas commercial television licences were initially only made available to 
consortia of existing media operators.  
 
The path to commercial success for regional radio was initially sluggish because local businesses 
were uncertain of its effectiveness and reach as a channel for advertising. The buy-in of an 
experienced media entity helped to develop 4MK’s advertising capacity. Local politicians did not 
doubt radio’s ability to deliver audiences; they were eager to use it to reach their constituents.  
A politician’s tool  
Politicians were quick to utilise the new broadcast medium and its network capabilities as a 
campaign tool. In 1932, the Member for Mackay, William Forgan Smith, became Premier of 
Queensland. The pugnacious Scot recognised the value of the audience reach afforded by radio. 
During his campaign he delivered his policy speech to Queensland voters from Mackay using 
4MK: ‘He looks at the microphone, regards it with a friendly uncritical glint in his eyes, and then 
addresses it as though he was speaking at a caucus meeting. His Scottish burr is much in evidence 
over the air, and adds that little touch of character and colour of voice personally so acceptable to 
the listener.’ (C. Jones 31) Mackay voters heard election results ‘on the fly’ as tally room results 
were passed to messengers who ran to 4MK’s city office where John Williams’ daughter Dot 
rang through the results to the studio on a direct line. It was Mackay’s first ‘radio’ election. 4MK 
would become a popular platform for local, state and federal politicians who would be given free 
regular briefing spots for updating their constituents. Commercial radio was a valuable instrument 
for maintaining a public profile which increased the value of incumbency for local 
representatives. Radio’s role in supporting the value of incumbency will be discussed in more 
detail in the next chapter. Australian Prime Minister Robert Menzies was able to use radio in 
1939 to address a national audience when he announced that it was his ‘melancholy duty’ to 
advise that Australia was at war.  
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By then, Australia had 126 radio stations of which ninety-five were commercial and the Prime 
Minister was able to reach a significant proportion of the Australian population (Allen and 
Spencer 52). Commercial radio stations in fifteen centres including Mackay, later linked up in 
October 1941 in an appeal to raise funds for the Commonwealth government’s spiralling defence 
costs. By the 1940s, 4MK and other regional radio stations were accepted and important cultural 
institutions. While government was happy to use radio as a tool for fundraising, as in just about 
every aspect of wartime life radio attracted restrictions and regulations. Musical programs had to 
be selected two weeks before transmission to avoid any possibility of information being conveyed 
to Japanese forces through coded record titles. Broadcasting was limited to daylight hours as 
authorities feared enemy ships and submarines might use transmissions as a guide to targets 
("Interview Jack Gleeson"). Prior to the war, imported and often slickly produced British and 
American programs were a cheap supplement or alternative to local production in radio’s early 
days, but World War II restrictions on imported content created a commercial opportunity for 
local production houses to create Australian-voiced serials, quiz and talent shows. 
 
Mackay became a rest and recreation centre for the American Air Force, with about 1,250 men 
arriving weekly. Local resident Don Braithwaite recalled an overwhelming American presence. 
‘The footpaths overflowed with servicemen and the streets carried endless streams of khaki 
coloured jeeps and trucks. Steely-eyed military police patrolled in pairs, truncheons in hands, .45 
pistols on hips. They did not get noses like that from licking ice creams.’ (Braithwaite 61) He also 
noted that radio was ‘how we were kept informed on the progress of the War’. The site was 
considered important enough for Eleanor Roosevelt, wife of the US President, to visit American 
troops in Mackay in 1943. By then many Mackay residents had evacuated to Brisbane or further 
south. To accommodate the hundreds of American servicemen in Mackay, the American Red 
Cross took over two hotels, some business premises, several houses and 17 acres of beachfront 
bush land ("Our Century" 45).  
4MK’s community audience  
Commercial radio in Australia went into a form of stasis following the war. There were no new 
metropolitan stations established between 1947 (4KQ in Brisbane) and 1976 when 5AA started in 
Adelaide. The industry was characterised by regional operations. By the mid-1950s, Australia had 
106 commercial radio stations with most (80) located outside metropolitan areas (C. Jones 65). In 
Mackay, the 1938 4MK expansion plans for the construction of new transmitters and city-based 
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studios were shelved because of the war (Kennedy 219). During and after the war, 4MK 
continued to operate with limited equipment cobbled together by the ingenuity of the Williams 
and their technicians. In 1950, the living room studio had two turntables and one reel-to-reel tape 
recorder and advertisements were read live ("Interview Heather Mactavish"). Programming 
became more complex during the 1950s, with specialist local programs for children and women. 
In the 1950s local programs included the weekday after-school Children’s Session, Saturday 
morning Children’s Parties and Radio Sunday School for youngsters. Local hosts modelled the 
‘Uncle’ and ‘Auntie’ announcer styles used on metropolitan stations to read stories and interact 
with youngsters during live broadcasts ("Interview Heather Mactavish").  
 
The development of portable wire sound recorders underpinned the development of the very 
popular Hospital Hour program. 4MK interviews were no longer restricted to the living room 
studio. Patients in local hospitals were interviewed and would request particular songs or pieces 
of music, which were then played interspersed with the patient interviews. In the Williams family 
memoir, the author recalls the sister of 4MK co-founder John Williams laughingly predicting in a 
broadcast Hospital Hour interview at the Mater Hospital that she would be out of hospital before 
her brother John, a patient at the nearby Lister Hospital. ‘Her words came true but not in the way 
she expected, for she died suddenly’ (L. Williams 252). It is difficult today to understand the 
possibility of such a program, but the emotional immediacy of hearing friends, relatives and 
acquaintances created a shared social experience and knowledge that was different from 
newspaper coverage.  
 
Sociologist Ken Dempsey defines community as having two key characteristics (Dempsey 140). 
These are the ‘social ties in common that produce a high degree of solidarity’ which he describes 
as a structural characteristic and ‘the experience of belonging together’ which is a subjective 
quality (Dempsey 141). 4MK’s daily programming contributed both structural and subjective 
collective experiences which reinforced social ties and a sense of ‘belonging together’. 4MK’s 
Hospital Hour, and its daily funeral, birth and marriage notices, were quotidian practices that 
underpinned social notions of community. Radio was able to extend social interconnectivity at a 
time when mobility was often limited. It provided a new channel for shared experience of local 
narratives, characters and events. Before radio, the local community audience had to be 
physically present for an event ─ a cricket match, a concert, political speech, a movie or a dance. 
Newspapers and magazines provided the only channels for getting news and advertising into the 
home and the workplace. A 1950 Commonwealth Government Jubilee publication extolled 
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commercial radio stations in country towns as ‘leader(s) of community life- reaching out and 
informing the loneliest and most remote farmhouse of what is happening or going to happen 
throughout the entire district’ (C. Jones 60).  
 
Government actively supported radio’s community development role. In 1957, the Australian 
Broadcasting Control Board (ABCB) urged local commercial stations to seize opportunities to 
assist ‘in the development of the domestic, cultural and social life of its community and in the 
development of community projects’(DoC, Localism 63). Rural radio stations were virtually 
mandated to act as key channels for the social, economic and cultural development of their 
regions. Given that most, if not all, stations had sole commercial licence status for their particular 
area, it seems somewhat extraordinary that government would provide such an imprimatur for 
social influence to private enterprise monopolies. The principle of preference for local 
independent applicants for broadcast licences was still entrenched at the introduction of television 
decades later, supported by a firm belief that ‘the operations of [television] stations should be 
controlled in practice by people who have a real interest in the areas concerned’ (DoC, Localism 
64). This encouraged the further concentration and entrenchment of regional media monopolies. 
4MK leaves the living room 
In 1950, 4MK moved its operations from the Williams home to commercial premises in the 
School of Arts building above the library. As 4MK moved to more professional premises, the 
recently established regulator, the Australian Broadcasting Control Board (ABCB), articulated its 
view of the role of commercial radio stations in its second annual report. The ABCB said it was 
essential that commercial stations provide a ‘comprehensive service covering local activities and 
that from the point of view of the well-being of Australian country life the local broadcasting 
station may well prove a cementing force for its rural community’(DoC, Localism 26). Radio 
ownership was affordable and widespread, and 4MK had access to most homes and businesses. 
Local advertisers now understood the power and reach of radio and it had become a popular 
advertising medium. 4MK also benefited from national advertisers who sponsored popular quiz 
and talent programs.  
 
The station had operated for almost twenty years from the Williams family home, broadcasting 
from the living room into the domestic spaces of its listeners. Voices were generated from, as 
well as heard in, a domestic context. The new premises had two soundproof studios, an 
auditorium with a grand piano, and administration and record library space. The record library 
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contained 10,000 records (Mackay Radio Station 5th in Queensland).The new premises were 
certainly not luxurious. The tin roof was unlined and there was no air conditioning. In Mackay’s 
long tropical summers, office staff and announcers sweltered in sauna-like conditions. Initially 
there were no sales staff, and advertisers walked or phoned in their advertising copy. As the sole 
commercial radio station, 4MK had a monopoly on broadcast advertising, obviating a need for 
sales staff.  
 
Before the move, the Williams family had hired a professional business manager, Maitland Low,  
although some family members were still involved in the business. Jack Williams’ brother Lloyd 
was chief technician, and his sisters Ailine Thorp (program director), Win Fitzgerald (announcer) 
and Dorothy Moffat (administration) all worked in the business in the 1950s. The station had 
twelve operational staff members and was on air from 6am to 10pm (Mackay Radio Station 5th in 
Queensland). Music records and transcription copies of serials and quiz shows arrived daily from 
Brisbane or interstate on 18 inch diameter 78 rpm records which had fifteen minutes on each side. 
Administrative staff had to keep track of all usage of copyright for royalty obligations. The 78s 
were  replaced with long-playing records (LPs) in the mid-1950s, but even then local talent was 
still a feature of programming. The local community theatre group would occasionally record 
plays for broadcast in the auditorium ("Interview Heather Mactavish"). 
 
The population of the Mackay area in 1951 including Mackay city, Nebo, Pioneer, Mirani, 
Proserpine and Sarina shires was close to 30,000 (Queensland Government 8E). While 4MK’s 
official transmission range stretched south to Rockhampton, north to Townsville and west to 
Nebo, according to former 4MK technician, Maurie Bartlem 4MK’s broadcasts travelled round 
the earth: ‘In the 1950s we would receive DX cards from [ham operators in] England, Scotland, 
Ireland and Canada with tape recordings of our broadcasts asking us to verify that that they had 
indeed picked us up.28 They said 4MK was the only station in Australia they could pick up.’ 
("Interview Maurie Bartlem")  
Women’s voices 
By the time it moved in 1950, 4MK had become an embedded part of the town’s daily routine 
and a key advertising mechanism for local businesses. Radio announcers were well known, but 
                                                 
28 DX is radio slang for distance. Amateur radio operators operating on short wave bands would make 
contact with other operators or stations around the world, sending cards to each other to verify the contact 
and therefore their technical prowess. These cards became collectibles. The practice continues today 
between ‘ham’ operators. 
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the cult of the DJ personality had yet to emerge and announcers affected a neutral, inoffensive on-
air demeanour. Driven by the economic need to use the free or low-cost labour of family and 
friends, in its early days 4MK often used female announcers, especially in programs that were 
aimed at a female audience. As the business grew in the 1960s, it conformed to the commercial 
radio industry norm of male announcers, rarely using women announcers. However, female staff 
predominated in administration roles and the record library.  
 
Heather Martin (later Worland, now Mactavish) started work at 4MK as a music programmer in 
1950 a few months before the move to new premises. She offered to work Sunday afternoon on-
air shifts without wages to gain experience at announcing. Not long afterwards, she moved from 
compiling playlists for programs to full-time announcing. When she started, there were two other 
women announcers but by the time she left 4MK some twenty-two years later she had been the 
sole female voice for a decade, mostly hosting the after breakfast morning session which was 
directed at a female audience. ‘Women’s’ sessions were an established format which had become 
‘central to the structure of household life’ (Howden 36).  
 
Certainly the decade of the 1950s has a concurrent reputation for being both the ‘Golden Age’ of 
radio as the most influential media form, and an era of repression and domestic confinement for 
women. There is ample proof that commercial radio operated as a powerful and effective 
advocate of consumption in daily life. Many women were confined to the home by childrearing 
responsibilities, a lack of transport and severely limited work options (particularly for married 
women). Weekday programming was specifically targeted at women in the home. Radio provided 
a daily source of entertainment and escape through its constantly new mix of chat, music and 
serials. It did not compromise domestic work and to some extent it mitigated the boredom of 
repetitive housework and child-care routines. Retreat into domestic life (by men and women) and 
the associated purchase of newly available appliances to facilitate home comfort could also be 
interpreted as  a reaction to the insecurity of Depression followed by the significant individual 
and collective trauma of war. 
In radio speech rules: But whose voice? 
Radio is the broadcast medium in which speech rules. While much is made of the impact of visual 
media such as film and television, the persistent and pervasive power of voice in radio is largely 
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overlooked.29 The examination of everyday practices such as radio listening uncovers the routine, 
taken-for-granted aspects of power and authority as they intersect with private lives. In radio’s 
case, this reveals a continued privileging of the male voice. While gender is not the focus of this 
thesis, commercial radio’s continued preference for the male voice is relevant because it is 
consistent with feminist examinations of women’s subaltern position as ‘truth-tellers’ (Code). As 
outlined in the previous chapter, radio’s appeal is closely connected to its reputation as a reliable 
and authoritative ‘truth-teller’. A preference for the male voice in commercial radio was a 
deliberate and industry-wide strategy aimed at bolstering this characteristic.   
 
The use of (mostly) male voices is based on social norms and beliefs that it is men who are the 
authorised ‘knowers’ and truth tellers. In the 1920s in the United States, a scientist from Bell 
Laboratories writing in Scientific American deemed women unsuited to broadcasting because the 
electrical impulses of women’s voices did not suit the equipment (S. Carter). Although the 
number of women working in radio increased after the 1964 Civil Rights Act, few were in senior 
positions and most were paid less than their male counterparts (S.Carter). Women’s voices were 
largely contained in drama serials while the serious business of announcing was mostly 
undertaken by men. 
 
Even during the war, when women took over many traditionally male occupations, radio 
announcing in Australia remained overwhelmingly voiced by men. In 1942 the Australian 
Federation of Commercial Broadcasting Stations’ vice-president, Mr D.Worrall, declared: 
‘Women’s voices are unsuited to microphone reproduction, and women had not the personality 
required by successful announcers’ ("Women Disliked at Microphone"). A marginalisation of 
women’s voices also prevailed in the United States where women were not used for news 
announcing because their voices were considered to be too highly individual and to have too 
much personality (Hilmes, Radio Voices 143). In 1946, the ABC amended the Australian 
Broadcasting Commission Act to ensure that married women could not be appointed except in 
special circumstances and that female officers already employed would cease to be employed on 
marriage unless special circumstances prevailed (No A.B.C. Jobs for Married Women?). 
 
In 1950, there was a purge of women announcers at three commercial radio stations in Brisbane. 
                                                 
29 Talkback radio is the exception: it draws academic attention because of the perceived political and social 
power of its ‘shock jocks’.  
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4BC, 4KQ and 4BK all ceased to employ women announcers on the regular morning women’s 
sessions. 4KQ manager Les Andrews said: ‘I want to use all male announcers on the station from 
now onwards’ because ‘Sydney stations have found that men have more appeal to the ladies’ 
("Women in Radio"). Only one commercial station, 4BH, retained regular women announcers, 
with two women hosting weekday morning sessions and one woman announcing in the weekday 
afternoon show (“Women in Radio”).  By 1951, only one commercial radio station in 
Queensland, 4BH had a full-time woman announcer Mavis Riding ("Woman Announcer"). 4MK 
had several part-time women presenters through the 1930s and 1940s, both for their appeal to the 
daytime ‘housewife’ audience and also because they could be paid less.  
 
For some four decades from the 1950s through to the 1990s, 4MK had one or two part-time 
women announcers at most and sometimes none at all. The idea that women’s voices were not 
suited to broadcasting has been remarkably persistent, although Griffen-Foley notes that there 
were some women presenters in Sydney commercial radio on the midnight to dawn shifts in the 
1960s (Griffen-Foley, "Midnight-to-Dawn"). This did not last long, however, and by the 1970s 
there was only one woman working the ‘graveyard shift’. In the 1980s, flirting with the female 
(daytime) audience was part of the remit of a male DJ. This effectively marginalised women from 
popular music presentation (Fleming 161). While there are certainly more women on air now, 
Australian commercial radio lags behind the ABC in its employment of women announcers. This 
is not a phenomenon that is unique to Australia: a UK gender study of BBC and commercial radio 
services presenters in 2000 found that almost one-third of stations had no female announcers at 
all, and in the remaining stations 85 per cent of presenters were male (Fleming 161). 
 
Serial fever 
Although women were marginalised as presenters on radio in the post-war period, they were 
actively cultivated as audience through the programming of daytime soap operas. Radio serials 
burgeoned during and after the war, introducing characters who were to become as familiar as 
household members. Some enjoyed extraordinary runs. Serials were described as the ‘the most 
important single aspect of commercial radio’, with some stations playing serials back to back 
from 9am to 1pm each weekday (B.Miller 5). ‘The most important thing about them is their 
immense dullness. They depend upon stale repetition and habitude for their appeal. Their writers 
and sponsors have found that their publics do not want great variety or ingenuity: they want the 
same thing to happen over and over again’ (B.Miller 4). In 1955, Macquarie Network stations 
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were playing up to twelve hours a day of non-music programming which included serials, 
comedy and variety shows and radio plays. Macquarie self-produced twenty-three national shows 
for broadcast over eighty affiliate stations (Towler 24). 
 
Women’s consumption of anodyne radio serials often drew negative comments in the press. In a 
weekly column, ‘Radiopinion’, in Brisbane’s Sunday Mail in 1951, which covered radio station 
gossip and happenings, the author, identified only as ECW, sneered at the amount of time women 
spent listening to radio serials. He identified a new malady, ‘serial fever’ which he described as ‘a 
sort of insidious, creeping paralysis undermining the peace of the Australian home’. Its most 
‘menacing feature’ was a tendency for the sufferer to ‘melo-dramatise’ every small situation’. ‘A 
man comes home tired (he says), after work. All he wants is peace and quiet. What does he find? 
His wife has been following the serials all day long and by dinnertime is strung up to such a pitch 
that the smallest grievance is likely to be dramatised into a calamity.’ ("Radiopinion") 
 
Many years later, Ien Ang, in her study of the audience of the television series Dallas, pointed to 
the show’s ability to cultivate a ‘melodramatic imagination’. She defined this as a ‘psychological 
strategy to overcome the material meaninglessness of everyday existence which is born of a 
vague, inarticulate dissatisfaction with existence here and now’ (Ang, Watching Dallas 79). It is 
precisely soap opera’s characteristic over-dramatisation of the everyday, coupled with its never-
resolved and never-ending narrative and its constant accessibility, which appeals to its audience. 
Soap operas were invented for radio; they were micro-narratives for a modern world and 
precursors of television soap operas which follow the same format. Radio soap operas were 
developed in the 1930s and they peaked in popularity in the 40s and 50s when the western world 
was variously engaged in widespread warfare or recovering from the traumas and displacement of 
war. Soap operas’ celebration of the quotidian tragedies and joys of everyday life provided a 
cultural constancy for a western audience that had experienced Depression and then war. 
Narratives that detailed the endless rituals of the petty triumphs and tragedies of fictitious 
communities provided predictable pleasures in a world where little was certain. Soap operas 
delivered large national audiences to advertisers, and radio became a major avenue for advertising 
consumer goods such as household appliances. A somewhat pompous report on Australian 
commercial radio in the early 1950s by a visiting Briton provides some ‘outsider’ insights into the 
role of radio in Australian society. 
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Britain operated a public service-only London-centred broadcasting system, the BBC, and did not 
permit commercial radio until the early 1970s. Bruce Miller was generally dismissive of 
commercial radio’s lowbrow programming but he was interested in the localism of regional radio. 
Miller thought commercial radio’s programming, reflected the ‘general texture of Australian 
taste’ which he described as characterised by ‘averageness, a general wide but shallow culture’. 
He contrasted this with Britain, where differences in speech and dress ‘proclaim social 
distinction’. He cited Australia’s lack of highbrow newspapers and journals of opinion, 
preference for vocational rather than liberal arts education, popularity of cinema, variety shows 
and musical comedy over elite theatre and love of sport as signs of a democratic cultural 
mediocrity. ‘Saturday afternoon is a hideous experience in an Australian country town where both 
stations, commercial and A.B.C. regional, are broadcasting the races, and no alternative 
programme can be picked up.’ (B.Miller 5) Another British visitor in a 1954 description of 
Australia for the BBC’s overseas journal, recalled the ‘rising hysteria of the racing commentators, 
whose voices blare from every window in Australia every Saturday afternoon’ as a distinctively 
Australian phenomenon (Bridson 5).  
 
Miller was, however, taken by the community focus of regional commercial radio stations. He 
noted that the ‘majority of commercial radio stations are in the country towns, serving a relatively 
small district but becoming identified with the locality in a way which even a local newspaper can 
hardly hope to emulate’ (B.Miller 2). Miller pointed out the structural dominance of metropolitan 
influences on the ‘immensely popular’ regional commercial radio operations through relay 
programming and in some cases direct ownership. He noted that while the stations’ appeal was 
‘strictly local’ they had dependency ties that inexorably linked them to ‘the cities’. These 
included quiz, talent and comedy shows which were linked to lucrative national advertising 
contracts. ‘Localism’ in regional radio depended not on specific content but rather on the framing 
of the content. For a brief period in the 1950s, the city went to the bush and three of the nation’s 
most popular quiz shows were recorded in Mackay. 
 
Bob Dyer brings Pick a Box to Mackay 
For two months in 1953, Mackay audiences had a unique chance to participate in some of the 
nation’s most popular radio quiz shows. American-born entertainer Bob Dyer was one of 
Australia’s most famous radio hosts. He and his glamorous ex-Tivoli showgirl wife, Dolly Dyer, 
would go on to host television quiz and game shows before retiring in 1971. Dyer recorded 
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episodes of Pick a Box, Can You Take It? and Cop the Lot in Mackay during an extended game 
fishing trip. After hearing of Mackay publican, T. O’Shea’s catch of a 1,000 lb snapper, the game 
fishing enthusiast and his wife Dolly decided to escape the Sydney winter to fish for marlin and 
sailfish in the Whitsunday Passage. Dyer arranged for 4MK staff to record his shows with local 
audiences at the Theatre Royal. The programs were then sent to Sydney for national broadcast. 
The Dyers travelled to Mackay on their 38 ft twin diesel launch, the Tennessee II and booked into 
T. O’Shea’s Hotel Imperial ("Dyer Arrives in Mackay").30 
 
The response to 4MK’s request for audiences for the quiz shows was overwhelming, and Dyer 
agreed to double the usual Sydney audience size to 600 ("Dyer in Mackay"). 4MK announcer Les 
Perrin introduced contestants in the Mackay shows.  Some local contest participants found the 
show lucrative. Percy Hartley won ₤500 worth of prizes, which were a wish list of 1950s 
consumer products. They included an electric floor polisher, duplex radio, chenille bed covers, 
stainless steel cooking utensils, a traymobile, an electric lawn mower, a pressure cooker, an 
electric rotary iron and press, a kitchen freezer, enough paint to paint the exterior and interior of a 
house, a gold wristwatch and a vacuum cleaner (“Dyer in Mackay”). Modernity had become 
inextricably linked with the consumption of complex manufactured goods (Langer 60), for which 
radio was a key populariser. Commercial radio’s ‘ordered and public meaning system’ created a 
daily benchmark for what the normal household required (McQuail 1). The discourse of the quiz 
shows, as well as their commercials, groomed radio audiences to be consumers. 
Radio as an economic development lever 
Bob Dyer’s visit helped to raise the profile of Mackay as a holiday destination, the ‘Gateway to 
the Whitsundays’. Tourism was virtually unknown in Mackay until after the war, when it was 
actively fostered as a new industry. Mackay tourism pioneer Captain Tom McLean, founder of 
the Roylen Cruises company which introduced visitors to the reef and Whitsunday Islands, 
claimed tourism was actively discouraged in the 1930s. ‘Hotel keepers said “they [tourists] come 
with a shirt and a five pound note and they don’t change either.’(McLean 5) 4MK played a 
significant role in building a tourism culture by consciously including visitors to the region in its 
discourse, supporting new events like tourist festivals and generally positioning tourism as an 
                                                 
30 In an interview with a ‘slim, vivacious and richly tanned’ Dolly Dyer, wearing pedal pushers and a 
strapless sun top, the clearly smitten local reporter noted her status as a world record-holding angler. She 
held the women’s world record for a tiger shark catch, which weighed in at 871 lbs and two Australian 
records for a 412 lb Mako shark and a 535 lb bronze whaler. Dolly worked as an assistant stage manager on 
Bob’s shows, timing the program, giving the cue for commercials and preparing show questions: “Skilled 
Fisherwoman”. 
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economic boon to the district. The cumulative effect of repetition and familiarisation that worked 
for popularising music on radio also worked for promoting new industries and economic 
development concepts. Radio’s ability to accelerate and diffuse cultural innovation is clearly 
demonstrated in its effectiveness as a driver of popular music (Rothenbuhler, “Commercial radio 
and Popular Music” 369). 4MK promoted notions of civic engagement with a commercial focus 
in Mackay in the 1950s. During this period many service clubs were established and 4MK 
management staff became active members of many of the community organisations. These 
included the Mackay Junior Chamber of Commerce, Mackay Lions, two Apex clubs and a Rotary 
club (Kennedy 358).   
 
4MK actively engaged in the promotion and development of the region’s growing tourist 
industry. A local association, the Mackay Travel League, formed in 1958 and held the first 
Tourist Festival (The Queensland  Story Regional Magazine - Mackay). By 1963 there were two 
annual tourist festivals, one held in Mackay in April and the other centered on the tourist islands 
in the Whitsunday Passage in October. 4MK would broadcast live from tourist processions, 
promote events and provide regular tourist promotional messages and visiting motorist 
information. Promoting the local tourist industry  made good business sense for 4MK as the 
number of potential advertisers in the form of motels, island resorts and tourist-related service 
businesses grew. Each year, Mackay’s population was boosted by the growing influx of tourists 
and itinerant canecutters. In 1963, some 8000 canecutters were required to harvest two million 
tons of sugar cane. Tourist information became a part of everyday programming and major events 
such as the annual ten-day Whitsunday Islands Festival saw 4MK interviews flown to 
metropolitan stations for promotional broadcasts ("Interview Phil Moir").  
 
Radio becomes mobile 
In the late 1950s and early 1960s, there was a change in the use of radio by audiences when 
television was introduced; radio attentiveness dropped (Moran 105). However, the displacement 
of radio from the living room was compensated for by the release of cheap portable transistor 
radios. In 1953 Mackay firm Boxall’s Radio advertised a Kriesler Triple Throat mantle radio for 
₤21 at a time when the basic wage was ₤11/16. Transistors in the 1960s reduced the cost of radios 
and uncoupled the devices from both the living room and parental control. Radios were carried to 
the beach, workplace ─ indeed, anywhere the listener went, the radio was sure to follow. Families 
no longer listened to specific programs as a group; radio listening became a solo pursuit with 
multiple access points entertaining individuals in the car, the bedroom, the bath, the kitchen, at 
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the beach and in the workplace. Radio had moved from being ‘an intense, well defined 
experience into an inextricable part of everyday life’ (Hermes 563). 4MK had became an audio 
accompaniment to life, a backdrop while attention was focused on other matters with attention 
drifting in and out of the program at will to catch the news or a particular piece of music. 
 
Nonetheless, 4MK remained an integral part of the town’s major events. Visiting entertainers and 
performers were interviewed; outside broadcasts were staged at public events such as the annual 
agricultural show, tourist festivals and commercial events such as store openings or major sales. 
While the outside broadcasts were popular with listeners, some announcers such as Heather 
Mactavish were not so keen to meet their listeners. ‘People loved to come and watch an outside 
broadcast, but I hated being stared at.’ ("Interview Heather Mactavish") Local state and federal 
politicians were given regular spots to update their constituents on current or looming issues. By 
1961, 4MK employed twenty people including six announcers. The station’s broadcast slogan 
was the somewhat clumsy: ‘Our pleasure is to entertain, our business is to serve’ ("Strength in 
Management"). 
 
Despite this commitment, 4MK apparently was not entertaining some of its listeners. Not 
everybody was pleased with 4MK’s programming. Mackay dairy farmer F.W. McFadzen had a 
particular dislike of 4MK’s popular serial Dad and Dave, which was set on a fictitious 
Queensland dairy farm and lampooned rural life. In a speech at the annual Queensland 
Dairymen’s Organisation conference in Mackay, he said: ‘I have had occasion to believe 
townspeople think the dairy farmer is mentally deficient.’ He attributed this ‘slur’ to the Dad and 
Dave program broadcast by 4MK, nobly adding that while the farmers “don’t care about it, it 
does hurt our women ─ a very important part of the dairy industry.”("Radio Programme Slur on 
Dairy Farmers Resented") In 1962 a disgruntled teenager visiting from Brisbane wrote in to 
complain about 4MK’s ‘old style music’. The teen professed shock that the station did not have 
Top 40 or Top 20 program once a week, contrasting this with the daily provision of a three-hour 
Top 40 program in Brisbane. The indignant ‘Southern Citizen’ went on to object to the number 
and frequency of advertisements and lack of a drive-time program ("Letter to Manager 4MK"). 
Top 40 format radio started in the United States in the mid-1950s and was introduced into 
Australia by 2UE in Sydney in 1958 (Mac 11). The new format was initially resisted by many 
metropolitan stations concerned that they would drive away older listeners and related advertising 
revenue (Mac 12). The shift to Top 40 was not just a shift to playing the latest popular music, it 
was also a move away from voiced drama and quiz shows. Music became commercial radio’s key 
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characteristic, with talk largely left to the ABC until the development of commercial talkback 
radio in 1967.  
 
The difference in programming styles and formats that so annoyed the visiting Brisbane teenager 
reflected the relative isolation of independently owned stations like 4MK. Of course, regional 
stations also had the luxury of sole station status and a captive market of advertisers and 
audience. There was no pressure to compete with rival commercial radio stations for audience 
share or advertising revenue. 4MK’s first commercial broadcast rival was television which started 
in 1968 and it did not have a radio rival until the late 1990s. Radio serials continued to find 
audiences in Mackay and other regional areas long after they had been excommunicated from 
urban areas. In fact, 4MK was still broadcasting three and a half hours of radio drama programs 
each week as late as 1972 (Australian Broadcasting Control Board 2). Like most country stations, 
4MK ‘served up a diet of contemporary music, with lashings of country songs, show tunes, 
flashbacks (oldies) and evergreens ─ something for everyone’ (Mac 96).  
A new broom sweeps in  
When Norm Jackson joined 4MK as an advertising representative in 1962, he was dismissive of 
the way 4MK was run. Although the former agricultural machinery salesman was a neophyte to 
radio, he could see that the business was not performing to its potential. He described 4MK as a 
‘sweet old fashioned station, [but] they really didn’t know what they owned’("Interview Norm 
Jackson"). What Jackson immediately saw was a commercial broadcast monopoly. 4MK was 
even used as an avenue for communication by major industries such as the sugar mills and the 
port which would broadcast shift changes or coded work notifications to workers. This was 
because telephone ownership was still limited, in 1962 the city’s automatic telephone exchange 
served a mere 3,000 subscribers ("Queensland's Sugaropolis.. The City of Mackay" 5). When 
Jackson took over, 4MK had a staff of twenty-two and a record library which boasted a selection 
of 27,000 records ("The Voice of the Barrier Reef"). Jackson was a practised and proficient 
salesman. He doubled local advertising revenue in his first year and doubled it again in his second 
year. While Jackson was rewarded with a 1 per cent commission on local sales, he later found out 
this was coming out of station general manager, Maitland Low’s 10 per cent.  According to 
Jackson, Maitland Low ‘had a very sweet deal’ ("Interview Norm Jackson"). By the end of 
Jackson’s second year, he maintained with palpable resentment that Low was one of the highest 
paid radio station managers in the nation. Low was certainly busy with various business interests.  
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While working as General Manager of 4MK, Low was also the Managing Director of Mackay 
Television Development Pty Ltd, a company formed to apply for the first licence for commercial 
television in Mackay. He also chaired the boards of Air Conditioning Pty Ltd and Whitsunday 
Investments Pty Ltd, was a member of three committees of the Australian Federation of 
Commercial Broadcasting Stations, was an active committee member of the Rotary Club of 
Mackay and chaired a number of charitable and civic committees ("General Manager's Long 
Experience"). This dense involvement in civic, social and business networks was characteristic of 
the group of business leaders who ran Mackay, and Jackson would soon emulate his General 
Manager through his involvement in similar extra-curricular activities. In Low’s case, the 
distraction of multiple corporate and civic responsibilities resulted in a lack of focus on 4MK’s 
day-to-day business fundamentals.  
 
For example, Jackson’s sales success had created great pressures on the Kalamazoo strip system 
used by 4MK to schedule commercials. It was not the only system that needed upgrading at the 
station. 4MK’s equipment was old and mostly home made, and ‘cracks had begun to appear’ 
("Interview Norm Jackson"). According to Jackson, Low was not the kind of manager to address 
such issues: ‘He was a beaut front and ideas man but not very practical’. The station was not able 
to fund the major equipment upgrades that were required. 
Network buy in  
Help in the form of a capital injection was on the horizon. The Victorian Broadcasting Network 
(VBN), which owned seven radio stations in Victoria and Western Australia and part-owned three 
regional television stations, was looking to acquire more regional services. According to Norm 
Jackson, the company directors ‘saw that 4MK had a lot of potential’. In 1965, VBN (later 
Southern Cross Communications Pty Ltd) took over the running of 4MK although the Williams 
family retained unaltered shareholding. Maitland Low and the new owners did not develop a 
good business relationship and in a dramatic ‘coup’ three VBN senior staff arrived in Mackay 
unannounced to give Low his ‘marching orders’. Low had been somewhat distracted by his 
involvement in the establishment of Mackay’s first television station, MVQ 6. According to 
Jackson, Low had an ambitious and unrealistic dream to simultaneously be the General Manager 
of both 4MK and the new television station (“Interview Norm Jackson”).   
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Norm Jackson was promoted to the role of General Manager of 4MK within a few weeks of 
Low’s departure. His first priorities were the modernisation of 4MK’s business systems and 
preparation for the advent of television:  
 
In those days we were running something like seven commercials in a row which was 
lovely for bringing in revenue but not very good programming and the load on staff was 
enormous. The first thing we had to do was double the rates and, as television was 
imminent, switch the programming over to breakfast as prime time rather than night-time. 
We got rid of most of the transcriptions [serials, quiz and talent shows which were 
sponsored by national advertisers] so that we were into spot selling. (“Interview Norm 
Jackson”) 
 
Jackson travelled to Victoria to inspect the scheduling systems used by other VBN stations. He 
decided to adopt a card system that was simple and easy to use. This system remained in place 
until scheduling was computerised.  
 
Jackson firmly believed in constantly changing sales methods and the separation of the roles of 
sales, presenting and copywriting. When he took over 4MK, the station’s full-time copywriter 
was Philip Jones, a published author and professional copywriter who had written episodes for 
Australian serials and also worked in radio drama production in Melbourne before moving to 
Mackay. Jackson described him as a ‘good words man’ who had a capacity to produce ‘an 
enormous amount of copy’. When Jones moved into station promotion, the copywriting ‘task’ 
was analysed before a replacement was appointed. ‘We discovered that good copy included 
positive, beneficial and forward thinking ideas, terms and words. Listeners would not respond to 
negatives or down words like war, hate and propaganda.’ Sound effects such as telephone bells, 
sirens and horns were ‘an absolute no no, it turned people off’.  
 
After deciding copywriting could be developed within specified style guidelines and formulas, ‘ 
we found we could get hold of a young lady with a reasonable commend of high school English 
and within a few weeks have her turning out quite good, selling copy. In fact our system was so 
good that one of the teachers at a Mackay high school said that [if] any of her girls [obtained a 
]job copy writing at 4MK, it was more valuable than a Bachelor of Arts degree.’  Experienced 
and talented radio wordsmiths like Jones were difficult to find in Mackay, and female high school 
graduates were undoubtedly cheaper to employ. According to Jackson, maintaining copywriting 
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as a specialist skill was unusual at most regional commercial stations. It was usually tacked on to 
the job descriptions of sales or announcer staff. ‘We found that by making a big issue of it [copy 
writing] and making sure that the copy was not only well worded but well read and presented, it 
worked’ ("Interview Norm Jackson"). 
 
Format change 
4MK’s programming had largely ignored the changed audience listening patterns that followed 
the introduction of the transistor radio in the early 1960s. When Jackson took over, he mandated 
that programming must be designed to encourage listeners to leave the radio on all the time. 
‘Listening had become a secondary activity and programming needed to adjust to “ambient” 
listening patterns. You had to be able to walk in and out of the room and not feel that you had 
missed anything.’ (Rothenbuhler, “Commercial Radio and Popular Music” 379) Jackson also 
directed 4MK presenters to be mindful that they were talking to an audience of one person and 
that they should approximate ordinary conversation. 
 
 It might be a housewife in the kitchen, it might be a mechanic under the car, or a bloke on 
a building site but he was only speaking to one person. So this business of screaming and 
gabbling on like a jackass at a hundred to the dozen is not communicating in radio. You 
talk to that person as though you were in the kitchen with them. So you speak quietly, 
you speak in a distinct voice, and you use the terms that they find acceptable. We always 
insisted that announcers slow down [even if they could] sight read at a thousand miles an 
hour. (“Interview Norm Jackson”) 
 
Jackson was aware that announcers must cater for the domestic environment of their listeners. 
Scannell makes the point that, although broadcast content is ‘articulated in the public domain as 
public discourse it is received within the sphere of privacy, as an optional leisure resource. 
Audiences expect to be spoken to in a familiar, friendly and informal manner as if they were 
equals on the same footing as the speaker’(Scannell, “Introduction: The Relevance of Talk”3). 
Jackson tried to apply the ‘talking to an audience of one’ rule to the Catholic Monseigneur’s 
weekly religious addresses: ‘He had a glorious voice, but he would insist on saying and may God 
bless you all at the end of his segment. I’m pleased to say that in his last year he changed to and 
may God bless you.’ ("Interview Norm Jackson"). Jackson was also clearly influenced by the new 
VBN owners, and keen to adopt the successful administrative and programming practices of the 
network’s other regional radio stations. From 1965, 4MK became a more standard format-driven 
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commercial radio station and the Williams’ influence on the day-to-day operations of the business 
was reduced, although the Williams family would retain part-ownership until 1983. 
  
By the time commercial television started in Mackay in 1968, 4MK had shifted to a Top 40 
format style which emphasised music, and serials and quiz shows had all but disappeared. Radio 
was much more localised after television as metropolitan-produced serials were replaced with 
local talk (DoC, Localism 40). Audience was still divided at times by programming, with 
weekday morning women’s sessions, children’s programs and sporting programs but it was 
inexorably shifting to a generic programming style that reflected the tempo of the day through 
music playlists rather than programming content aimed at particular groups. 4MK provided a 
daily audio ‘map’ of the Mackay community. The ‘map’, however, was not comprehensive; it 
privileged the voices and activities of a conservative, white, male, middle-class hierarchy. But 
this criticism could equally be applied to the local ABC service at the time; if anything, 4MK 
reflected a broader and more diverse community than its public radio peer.  
 
American cultural critic Herbert Schiller is sceptical of cultural theorists’ claims that audiences 
are able to withstand and resist the influence of American-mediated [read commercial] culture 
which promotes consumerism and social progress as intertwined activities. He maintains that the 
recognition of an active audience fails to address the relentless quotidian impact of consumerist 
visions of personal success and social progress ‘incessantly repeated in all cultural conduits’ 
(Schiller 156). The everydayness of radio and its inherent forgetability mask the relentlessly 
accretive effect of its content. What was the cumulative effect of 4MK’s unstated policy of 
supporting the political, social and corporate status quo in a single-station town?  
 
4MK’s lifeworld 
4MK played an important phenomenological role in creating what Habermas describes as a 
‘shared lifeworld’ which underpinned effective communication (Morris, "Interpretability and 
Social Power" 702). This ‘lifeworld’ favoured the status quo ─ safe and banal. Published 
interviews with Jack Williams, and Norm Jackson’s recorded interview reveal 4MK’s 
longstanding practice of reinforcing existing power relations, government economic development 
goals and local social identities and networks. The station actively sought out and supported 
‘establishment’ figures and organisations, initially as a reflection of the personal community 
development responsibility and business approach of John and Jack Williams, but later as a more 
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pragmatic commercial strategy aimed at building revenue and appeasing the regulator. But while 
4MK clearly ‘owned’ its constituted community of listeners, its audience also ‘owned’ 4MK ─  it 
was ‘their’ station. 4MK’s sound was both utterly familiar ─ the schedule, the voices, the 
advertising and constantly refreshed as new music, interviews, events and even advertising 
unfolded daily.  
 
The establishment of 4MK by a wireless enthusiast in his living room reflected the general 
development trajectory of radio broadcasting in the western world. As in the United States, [I]t 
was the amateurs who demonstrated that in an increasingly atomized and impersonal society, the 
nascent broadcast audience was waiting to be brought together’ (S.Douglas 53). In many ways, 
4MK represents a microcosm of Australian regional commercial broadcasting history. For many 
decades, Australian regional commercial broadcasting was characterised by single family-owned 
monopolies which ‘owned’ the local audience and associated advertising revenues. These markets 
are now highly contested and nationally networked broadcast ecosystems with individual stations 
that are owned by metropolitan or overseas corporations. 4MK’s owners have included a local 
Mackay family, some of the biggest names in Australian media, including Christopher Skase, 
Mike Willesee and Harold Mitchell, and international media conglomerates such as the UK-based 
Daily Mail Group.  
 
Radio is distinguished by its ability to communicate with the individual, and it is also a powerful 
tool for supporting and building a sense of community and social space. The notion that 
commercial radio should focus on its host community was a foundation concept in the 
establishment of the dual broadcasting system. 4MK disseminated local social and cultural 
knowledge that connected identity and place, establishing what would come to be accepted and 
shared community values and norms. Radio works to develop a ‘consensual view’ which is 
presented as one that is shared by the station and its listeners and then makes ‘it as easy as 
possible to comply with those views’ (Shingler and Wieringa 130).  
 
Storytelling is one of the powerful devices radio uses to engage with listeners. The radio audience 
was the first generation to have narrative models for family and community interaction, and 
problem- solving, presented every day in their own living rooms. Of course, listeners had access 
to literary models through magazines and books, but listening for knowledge is much easier and 
more accessible than reading for it. ‘All the stories told by your gossip group or your family or 
sports team, all these stories constitute knowledge. And these stories also maintain the 
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community, for crucial information is preserved only if the various custodians of stories gather to 
share the utterances in telling and listening.’ (Gibson)  
 
Radio was the first broadcast technology of cultural production and dissemination to enter the 
home, acculturating Mackay’s householders for subsequent media. The difficulties of defining the 
‘effects’ of broadcast media are widely acknowledged (Criswell; Higgins and Moss; Meehan; 
Hilmes), but in  regional centres like Mackay where 4MK enjoyed a commercial monopoly for its 
first sixty-eight years, commercial radio played a significant role in the social, political and 
cultural construction of community identity. 4MK enjoyed the lion’s share of daily audience 
across the widest demographic for many decades. By the time television arrived 4MK had 
evolved from a home-based family business into a professional broadcasting operation and a key 
institution in everyday community life.  
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Chapter 5 Lucy and Lassie come to town: television arrives. 
 
The local control of a television station is a benefit not only to local shareholders, 
but also, and perhaps even more importantly to local residents. Just as there is 
good reason for a local newspaper to deal with local affairs so there is excellent 
reason why country television should always be on hand to publicise country 
affairs. (DoC, Localism 56) 
 
The advent of a rival commercial broadcast medium in the late 1960s had a major effect on 
regional commercial radio’s format and advertising practices. This chapter will examine how the 
business of radio in Mackay changed with the arrival of television. As with radio, regional 
commercial television services were established in a broadcast localism policy framework which 
favoured local ownership and control, encouraged local programming and granted exclusive 
licences. Television did not kill the regional radio star; both local broadcast monopolies coexisted 
quite profitably for some twenty years until regional television aggregation and the churn of 
deregulation. 4MK’s power and influence as a shaper of community values continued and 
arguably increased from the late 1960s to the mid-1990s through increasingly sophisticated 
programming techniques and the development of its own local news service.  
 
Australian radio licensees had ample warning of the likely effects of television on advertising 
revenues, programming and audience behaviours from the much earlier example of the US 
market. After World War II US commercial radio for a time moved from a national, network 
orientation to become a local, community-based medium (Hilmes,"British Quality, American 
Chaos" 23). In Australia, the advent of a rival broadcast medium for audience and advertisers had 
a similar and equally profound impact on commercial radio formats. Television adopted radio’s 
most popular program forms such as quiz shows, talent quests and soap operas, and associated 
advertising income. However, Australian commercial radio licensees were largely cushioned 
from revenue losses by a requirement that favoured the allocation of television licences to 
existing local media operators (DoC, Localism 39). In this case, the broadcast policy did not 
apply just to regional areas. Metropolitan commercial television licences were also allocated to 
existing press and radio owners, allowing a small number of companies to dominate Australia’s 
major media (Walter 109). Major newspaper empires such as the Packer-owned Consolidated 
 136
Press, the John Fairfax company and the Herald and Weekly Times group became commercial 
television licensees (Crawford, But Wait There's More 131). As a result, the three press 
companies operated ten television stations even though this was at odds with the spirit of  
Broadcasting Act  controls (Walter). This demonstrated both the weakness of the regulatory 
provisions and the strength of the press lobby. 
 
Two decades earlier in the USA, the emergent commercial television industry had been 
underwritten by established commercial radio networks (Hilmes, Only Connect 157). In many 
ways, existing media operators are logical underwriters of new media forms. In the race to claim 
first entrant status with a new mass media technology and build audience loyalty, it helps to have 
established business operations and revenue streams. In this way, older media forms apply their 
exiting practices, structures, modes of business, people and formats to new media technologies 
(Winston).  
 
The government ostensibly allocated television licences to existing operators because it was keen 
to foster local television content development. But it was also undoubtedly aware of the political 
implications of upsetting established media operators in regional Australia. The handover of 
television licences to consortia of local media and cinema owners appeased regional media 
owners. Government had a vision of regionally produced television programming which would 
reflect each community’s particular interests and needs. The public was persuaded to accept the 
further entrenchment of media monopolies by rhetoric that inextricably linked local ownership 
and local program development. However, governance of the new medium by cabals of often 
highly conservative regional media monopolies constrained the uses of television at a community 
level. The huge expense entailed in producing local television programs also contributed to the 
failure of the short-lived experiment in localising television production.  
 
The increased localisation of regional commercial radio was an unintended effect of the 
introduction of local commercial television to regional Australia in the 1960s. As prerecorded, 
metropolitan–produced and sponsored radio quiz shows, drama programs and talent show formats 
shifted to television regional stations, radio filled the gaps with talk, music and local 
programming. As had occurred in the USA, the locally produced programming that replaced 
national programming paved the way for the development of the DJ ‘personality’ (Hilmes, Only 
Connect 157).  
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Slow road to country television 
Television began screening in Sydney and Melbourne in 1956, long after its introduction in the 
United States (1939) and the United Kingdom (1936) (Curthoys). Many Australians were wary of 
the potentially deleterious effects of television, especially for children. In 1950, ABC Board 
Chairman Richard Boyer joined the public discussion on the merits and evils of television. He 
pooh poohed the naysayers who claimed it would ‘prevent critical thought’ arguing that if the 
exciting new medium was handled responsibly it ‘would make a positive contribution to our 
knowledge and our thinking’ (Boyer).   He did, however, have a prescient concern about ‘the 
tyranny of the visual’ ─ especially in relation to news coverage. He warned there would be 
‘strong temptation to over emphasise televisable [stories] and to shorten or ignore altogether non-
televisible news’ (Boyer).  
 
In 1951, the Australian Teachers’ Federation voted unanimously at its annual conference to call 
on the Commonwealth government to exclude the private sector from television. ‘In America 
television has taken the filth of the comic strip, and the worst press in the world and has put it 
right into the home with the child. As a result the American child has almost forgotten the power 
to speak … [or] how to play games and is rapidly becoming an unsocial introvert.’ ("Teachers 
Federation Annual Conference in Brisbane") Government ignored the teachers’ warning and 
enabled the establishment of commercial television networks. As television was being introduced 
in 1956, Macquarie Radio Network chief S. Clarke counseled radio stations to ‘intensify local 
advertising, and an active interest in community affairs’, promote microphone ‘personalities’, 
step up coverage of special events and promote the sale of transistor radios (Griffen-Foley, "Birth 
of a Hybrid" 165). 
 
It took twelve years from when television started in Sydney and Melbourne for it to reach 
Mackay. By then, comparable regional Queensland centres ─ Rockhampton, Townsville, Cairns, 
Maryborough, Toowoomba and Warwick were all transmitting commercial television locally 
(Mackay Television Ltd. 3). When Mackay finally joined the television age in 1968, Australia 
had 120 television stations which reached about 95 per cent of the population ("Challenge Facing 
New TV"). The delay in introduction of regional commercial television meant that 4MK was 
already a beneficiary of the transistor which had replaced the valve and liberated the radio from 
the living room. Radio receivers now followed their owners to the kitchen, bedroom, backyard, 
shed, beach, boat and car. This somewhat mitigated the impact of television as an advertising 
rival as it assumed mastery of the living room.  
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The potential commercial television audience size for the Mackay region approximated the radio 
licence area. This extended north to Proserpine, west to Nebo and south to St Lawrence, and was 
calculated to encompass a population of close to 65,000 (Mackay Television Ltd. 5). A 1967 
4MK sales card, however, claimed the region offered potential advertisers access to a ‘bonus’ 
audience of another 55,000 each year ‘in the form of tourists’ ("4MK Rate Card 1967"). By 1969, 
this ‘floating population of tourists’ was claimed by 4MK to swell the region’s population by an 
additional 110,000 per year, creating a more attractive audience for advertisers  ("4MK Rate Card 
1969").  
 
MVQ 6 television’s first night of programming featured speeches by the Post-Master General, 
local politicians and dignitaries followed by a ten minute film about Mackay’s sugar industry , 
The Sweet Heart of Australia, and an hour-long Julie Andrews Special ("MVQ 6 Opens in 
Mackay"). Local television programming, made up of a children’s show and a cooking program, 
went to air on Thursday afternoons. Initially the station broadcast for only thirty-seven hours a 
week from 5pm to 10pm each day with mostly imported programming from the United States. 
4MK radio therefore had no commercial broadcast competition for most of the day or in the late 
evening. By the time commercial television arrived in Mackay, North American and Australian 
metropolitan commercial radio’s responses to television were well known and established. As 
noted in the previous chapter, many of the music and programming format changes triggered by 
television had already been adopted by 4MK before television was even available in the region.  
 
From the beginning, Australian commercial television content on MVQ6 was limited, and 
programming was dominated by imported (mostly American) programs. Initially there was no 
minimum quota for Australian television content. This may have been because of the cost of the 
introduction of television in a nation with a relatively small population. Cabinet documents from 
1953 reveal that the Menzies government was very aware of the public and private cost of 
introducing television to the nation. By allowing television proprietors to take the cheapest option 
and import large quantities of cheap material from overseas, government considerably reduced 
overheads for commercial licence-holders. The scale of capitulation to foreign cultural production 
was staggering with more than 60 per cent of program content for most stations sourced from 
overseas (Walter). Television reduced the audience for live entertainment, as people stayed home 
to be entertained. Radio became the sole electronic medium that (apart from its music) remained 
predominantly Australian and local in character and voice. Although government eventually 
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stipulated Australian content rules for television in 1960, the dominance of imported British and 
American drama and comedy programs has remained a characteristic of Australian television (D. 
Carter). 
Regional television ownership and control 
Television did not start in Mackay until 1968, but the groundwork had started eight years earlier.  
Mackay Television Development Pty Ltd was established by a local media consortium in 1960 as 
a vehicle for obtaining the region’s first commercial television licence. Company shareholders 
included the Mackay Printing and Publishing Company Pty Ltd. which published the Daily 
Mercury and part-owned (with the Williams family) 4MK’s parent company, the Mackay 
Broadcasting Service Pty Ltd which was also a consortia member. Maitland Low and a local 
family-run company Mackay Theatres, which operated four Mackay cinemas, also owned shares 
in the new company. The founding Board of Directors included Daily Mercury editor Clarence 
Manning, John (Jack) Williams (4MK founder), Maitland Low (former General Manager of 
4MK) and Dr Henry John Taylor (Mackay Theatres) (Mackay Television Ltd. 1).  
Regional television licences carried two main conditions. Regional applicants were required to 
offer 50 per cent of the company’s shares to the public, and were not allowed to enter into 
exclusive arrangements with metropolitan networks for the supply of programs or advertising. 
The $700,000 capital expenditure cost entailed in establishing MVQ6 was funded through a 
combination of private and corporate investors, a public share issue to local residents and a bank 
overdraft. The new company was the only applicant for a commercial television licence for the 
region, and the licence was granted in September 1963 (Jean. Williams 159). As mentioned in the 
previous chapter, former 4MK General Manager Maitland Low was appointed as the founding 
Managing Director of MVQ 6.  
The dubious propriety of handing over control of a new and powerful media form to existing 
media operators does not appear to have caused any public outcry at the time. Perhaps 
government’s approach was a risk-minimising strategy. Given the expense entailed in starting a 
television station, finding investors from other industry sectors who were prepared to risk 
significant capital (especially in regional areas) may have been difficult. In the USA, the fledgling 
commercial television industry was underwritten by established radio networks on the basis of a 
commercial assessment of a likely return on investment, not because they were government’s 
preferred applicants (Himes, Only Connect 157). It is difficult to escape the conclusion that the 
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Australian policy of preference for existing media proprietors was a calculated and mutually 
beneficial collusion between government and private sector interests.  
The rollout of television In Australia was not, however, wholly devoid of public-interest goals. 
The ABCB believed that local control of television would have a community benefit (DoC, 
Localism 56). The broadcast regulator’s strong policy commitment to localism underwrote and 
actively fostered regional media ownership concentrations as being for the public good. Absurdly, 
the requirement for local ownership for regional commercial television licences was only 
assessed during the licence grant process and some stations had significantly diluted local 
ownership or completely sold off to non-local purchasers not long after establishment . This 
policy as with the earlier anti-networking policy was more often observed in the breach.  
The ABCB had a vision of strong independent regional television stations that would be 
independent of networks and able to buy programs from any of the networks, based on local 
demand. At a local level, the stations were expected to produce local news, children’s programs, 
lifestyle shows and religious and sporting programs. However, a survey by the regulator of 
twenty-one regional television stations in the early 1980s found that local studio production 
accounted for an average of only 6.9 per cent of all broadcast programs in a sample week (DoC, 
Localism 174). MVQ 6 Mackay achieved a ratio of only 3.5per cent locally produced 
programming, making it the second to last of the twenty-one stations in the survey results. The 
station was doing very little compared with the other stations ─ which were variously running 
cooking shows, women’s programs, sport shows, quizzes, music shows and outside broadcasts. 
The highest producer of local content, with 13 per cent of total transmission time, was NBN 
Newcastle (DoC, Localism 177). Ultimately, the concept of localised television failed, but the 
initial structuring arrangements enabled significant profit-taking by the founding investors when 
the regional television companies (such as Mackay’s) were later sold to networks after being 
converted to public companies.  
Winston’s concept of the culturally determined ‘accelerators’ and ‘brakes’ that influence the 
development of a new communication technology applies to government’s frameworks for the 
development of television in Australia. Government’s handover of licences for a new broadcast 
medium to established ‘old media’ corporations and related policy decisions which enabled the 
massive importation of television programming acted as ‘braking’ mechanisms. Collectively, 
these policies limited the ‘radical potential’ of television, thereby ensuring that the new medium 
did not disrupt the social or corporate status quo (Winston 14). The ‘grandfathering’ of a new 
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media form effectively minimises the impact on the existing forms ─ in this case, commercial 
radio and the press. 
Effect on local radio 
Mackay received ABC television for a year before commercial television started in 1968. This 
gave 4MK a first-hand opportunity to study the impact of television on listening habits without 
the pressure of commercial competition. 4MK General Manager Norm Jackson brought in a sales 
manager from a VBN station in Victoria to revamp the sales approach and the station moved to 
package selling. This entailed clients committing to a concentrated advertising package delivered 
over a short period rather than a long-term agreement. This technique opened radio advertising to 
new customers. ‘Our sales graph was going through the roof when television started.’ Total 
revenue only dropped by a minimal amount in the first year after commercial television. ‘We 
immediately lost all the national soap powder and cigarette ads when agencies switched straight 
over to TV.’ To offset the loss of these national clients, 4MK targeted local electrical retailers 
selling television sets and ‘made a lot of money out of that’ ("Interview Norm Jackson"). Jackson 
also increased sales in traditional flat times such as the January/February period after Christmas 
which was also the ‘slack’ season in the sugar town. He did this by convincing advertisers that 
there was still money to be made in January and February and offering them incentives to run 
commercials: 
 
My instructions to the sales force were, you go out to the customers and you take all their 
money, don’t leave any for these TV people to grab. Of course some had to experiment and 
try TV and to their great surprise it didn’t work and we got most of them back again. My 
old mate Maitland Low was a bit of a help because he would go to people and say ‘radio is 
finished, it’s a new era ─ go with TV’ but he couldn’t back it up, whereas we did.’  
 
For two years, 4MK used package-selling techniques, which were administratively burdensome 
for sales staff, before reverting to long-range selling strategies. This entailed customers 
committing for three-month rather than one-week packages:  
 
At a social function Maitland came up to me and said ‘You’ve had a good run but we’ll get 
you, we’ve started selling TV packages’. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that he was a 
year behind and we’d changed tactics again. Television taught our advertisers to spend a lot 
more money and we cashed in on that. ("Interview Norm Jackson")  
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4MK kept increasing its sales revenue year on year. In the 1970s, the coal mine expansion in 
Mackay’s hinterland contributed to a boom in the regional economy. In 1974 the station was a 
spectacular $100,000 net over budget (“Interview Norm Jackson”). An influx of mostly US-
owned coal companies constructed new mines in the hinterland and tourism grew in the 
Whitsunday Islands. In the period 1970 to 1996, Mackay’s population doubled and the local 
economy prospered. Ken Wiltshire, State Programme Officer for the Australian Broadcasting 
Control Board (ABCB), noted in his 1972 Licence Renewal Inspection Report that: ‘Despite the 
presence of television station MVQ6, 4MK revenue continues to rise. Advertising charges were 
increased in October, 1972, the 30 second rate by ten cents to $6.00, a figure substantially higher 
than the Queensland country average of $4.70.’ (ABCB, "4MK Licence Renewal 1972"). Local 
advertising represented 67 per cent of total revenue with the remainder of revenue derived from 
national advertisers. This proportion of local advertising was higher than the Queensland industry 
average, which was 60.6 per cent ( ABCB, "4MK Licence Renewal 1972" 2). This level of detail 
in ABCB reporting reveals the forensic insight the regulator had into the operations and 
profitability of commercial licensees through its ability to require full financial and operational 
disclosure. 4MK successfully weathered competition from television advertising. It continued to 
trade profitably, even investing in a new building and equipment.  
 
In 1971, 4MK had moved to its first ever purpose-built premises in Sydney Street in the heart of 
Mackay and shortly thereafter the station went live twenty-four hours a day31. The midnight-to-
dawn shifts were ‘a great training ground for new announcers’ ("Interview Phil Moir"). Regional 
radio stations had long been the de facto training provider for metropolitan commercial radio 
operations (Mac). Former 4MK Studio Manager, Phil Moir estimates that over a 24 year period at 
4MK he trained forty-two announcers, some of whom went on to work in at the ABC, in New 
York, the United Kingdom and New Zealand. There was certainly little financial incentive to stay 
in regional radio, which was poorly paid ("Interview G.Mckennariey").  
 
Most 4MK announcers (especially those with families) had additional jobs as comperes, band 
managers, salesmen ─ anything that could supplement their meagre income ("Interview Phil 
Moir"; "Interview Trevor Lymbery"; "Interview Heather Mactavish"). The announcers did not 
benefit from the station’s boom in sales revenue; indeed, 4MK felt the effects of being part of a 
                                                 
31 Australia’s first twenty-four-hour radio service was started by Sydney commercial station 2UW in 1935: (Griffen-
Foley, “Midnight-to-Dawn”) 
 143
bigger, remotely directed corporation in 1973 when VBN management arrived in town to prune 
staff numbers from twenty-three to seventeen citing rising costs as the reason for the staff 
reduction. A year later, staff numbers were down to sixteen (ABCB, 4MK Licence Renewal 
1974).  
4MK format changes 
The biggest change triggered by television was a change in programming format. Formats give 
stations a particular sound and style; they are designed to appeal to specific audience groups and 
have become increasingly important as market differentiators. This particularly applied in  
competitive metropolitan markets where audience could be divided through particular music or 
talk formats designed to appeal to precise demographics and related advertisers (Hendy 111). 
Formats also provide predictable structure and identifiable branding for listeners. Radio listening 
is usually opportunistic and less planned than television watching; very few listeners consult a 
program guide.  
 
Formatting is crucial in radio, but not in television, because radio is aimed at niche audiences 
("4MK Rate Card 1972"; "4MK Rate Card 1974"; "4MK Rate Card 1975"). A format enables a 
listener to know within a few minutes whether this is ‘her’ station through a distinctive 
combination of announcer style and chat, and music choice. In commercial radio a listener can 
even determine what time of day it is without recourse to a clock or window. This is achieved 
through learned familiarity with how, even within the same station; the format style will change 
from breakfast to morning, afternoon and evening segments. Listeners use radio to help structure 
[their] daily lives (Hendy 133). As a sole station which aimed to appeal to a very broad 
community demographic, 4MK did not have to be so precise with formatting. But it did divide 
audience into demographic groups to a certain extent through each day’s programming. 
Advertisers were given rate cards that showed the daily program schedule and related target 
audience demographics as an aid in scheduling commercials ("Interview Norm Jackson"). 
  
In the early 1970s, Jackson used an all-expenses-paid Whitsunday island holiday to lure 
Melbourne-based programming expert Rhett Walker to Mackay to review and revise 4MK’s 
music format. Walker had studied format programming in the United States. He spent a week 
listening to the station and talking to staff, had his island holiday and then returned to Mackay to 
work with 4MK program director Phil Moir. They worked through a process of deciding what 
sound the station wanted and then altered the 4MK music format to create a station sound that 
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‘flowed’ and made attractive listening ("Interview Norm Jackson"). Higgins and Moss describe 
the flow of commercial radio as: 
 
 a deliberate sequence of signs … whose purpose is to transmit certain cultural messages. 
 These confirm the dominant ideology, retain the status quo while providing a semblance 
 of free speech, and most overwhelmingly, keep in motion the ideology of consumption 
 by providing a constant flow of consumable reports and products  
             (Higgins and Moss 33-4).   
 
Creating the desired flow also entailed ‘altering’ the announcers’ attitudes. Walker made it clear 
to the announcers that ‘they were not playing music for their own satisfaction’. In fact his 
instruction was ‘If you don’t like the bloody music turn the monitor off, because we’re not 
entertaining you, you’re supposed to be entertaining somebody else’ ("Interview Norm Jackson").  
 
Music programming was far from being a precise art in 4MK in the early 1970s. The Program 
Manager would select a play list which was mostly middle of the road with an occasional pop 
song. In later years, announcers had some more input. Studio Manager Phil Moir would select a 
number of albums and then the announcers would play what they liked from that selection. Later 
the station undertook listener surveys and changed music and programming formats based on 
listener feedback. In 1982, 4MK music encompassed country music, the American Top 40 and 
the Australian Top 50. Regular programs included weekend sport, a serial, Bert Newton 
interviews, local current event interviews, local political talks and local news. A locally produced 
fifteen-minute interview was aired each weekday morning. By then the women’s session on 
weekday mornings had become the morning session as programming moved from being aimed at 
specific audience segments to a more general audience approach ("Interview Phil Moir"). This 
was the opposite of what was happening on city stations, which in the 1970s had started to move 
away from being generalist stations to choosing specific demographics through format changes.  
 
The format of regional radio differed significantly from that of metropolitan stations because their 
audience encompassed the whole community rather than a particular socioeconomic target group. 
For decades, commercial radio stations were a daily source of parish pump information such as 
wedding, birth and funeral notices, weather forecasts, birthday calls, lost property announcements 
and local, church, sporting and council news. In 1972 4MK broadcast close to four hours of 
religious programs each week, made up of 36 minutes of free-to-airtime and three and a quarter 
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hours of sponsored time. Religious programming of at least one hour per week was prescribed by 
the ABCB and 4MK more than met this requirement. At the time sports-related programming 
constituted ten and a half hours per week (ABCB, 4MK Licence Renewal 1972). 
 
 
In the 1970s, many Australian metropolitan stations tried to attract young listeners by adopting 
the United States-developed ‘More Music’ format. Top 40 songs and selected album tracks were 
put on to high rotation and sound effects were used to denote the time, and to attract listener 
attention to competitions. Branding became more important, with each station developing its own 
jingle as a distinctive audio signature (Mac 125-9). Other city stations opted for another US-
developed format, ‘Beautiful Music’, which eventually morphed into the ‘Easy Listening’ format. 
This less raucous programming formula favoured instrumental over vocal arrangements and 
reduced commercial frequency to create a soothing format designed to appeal to the middle-aged 
and older listeners (Mac 130-1). By the 1980s, metropolitan commercial radio had become 
commoditised as new FM stations vied for audience but regional radio stations still reflected their 
particular community.  
Radio’s community 
The comfortable interdependence and interconnection of commercial radio and its host 
community was articulated and reinforced every day. ‘Country radio’s strength was its ability to 
weave itself into the lifestyle of its community … If ever radio could be likened to a town crier of 
medieval days, it was in the bush’(Mac 97). The relationship of a regional listener with their local 
station was, and perhaps still is, more personal that that of their metropolitan peers. The 
likelihood of hearing news of personal relevance was much higher because the community was 
smaller and there was only one commercial station. Mass media are key providers of an ordered 
and public meaning system which provides audiences with a benchmark for what is normal and 
signals deviations through comparisons with a public version of normality (McQuail 1). Regional 
commercial radio’s ability to influence community concepts of what was normal prevailed for 
decades during the sole station years prior to deregulation in the 1990s. To illustrate this point, a 
1992 Federation of Australian Radio Broadcasters survey found that 79 per cent of people in 
country towns tuned into commercial radio each week while no individual television station 
scored higher than 61 per cent (C. Jones 119). Regional commercial television was dominated by 
national or international programming, and commercial radio remained the pre-eminent broadcast 
media for local content.  
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The Mackay case study shows that the normal version of community life was somewhat limited. 
Cultural representation and on-air access were limited to civic, business, church and political 
leaders (usually white, middle-aged and male), and preservation of the status quo took precedence 
over contentious issues. For many decades, commercial radio local news in regional towns was 
‘ripped and read’ from the regional newspaper rather than providing an alternative view or 
additional analysis. 4MK provided a free weekly platform to local, state and federal politicians 
and dignitaries for more than half a century, which served to build the value of incumbency. 
Programming details in 4MK’s 1972 Licence Renewal Report show that the Mayor was allocated 
staggering thirty-minutes of airtime each week while the local federal and state members were 
given ten minutes each. In an interesting reflection of the pattern of reduced time for higher 
office, a weekly four-minute talk by the Prime Minister was relayed through the Macquarie 
Network to Mackay listeners (ABCB, 4MK Licence Renewal 1972). Apart from the weekly chats 
by male church leaders and politicians, some ten and a half hours of mostly male-focused sport 
was broadcast each week. The hierarchy and power structures of the community were routinely 
reinforced on 4MK by its male ‘denizens of official culture’(Sandywell 162). Radio was a key 
and long-term cultural, social and political institution in Mackay community life. 
 
The opportunity to use 4MK as a pulpit was apparently not always readily embraced by local 
clergy. In 1973 an aggrieved Norm Jackson complained to the Australian Broadcasting Control 
Board he had been driven to the point of ‘despairation’ (sic) by the local Anglican Church. He 
claimed the ‘Archdeakin’ (sic) was actively ‘jeopardising co-operation between the churches’ in 
relation to Jackson’s plan to corral local churches into a ‘framework of normal commercial 
broadcasting presentation’. This was to entail presentation skills training for clergymen, the 
vetting of religious broadcast content by a committee of 4MK management and church 
representatives (with 4MK as the final arbiter), the identification of specific communication goals 
or targets for religious broadcasts and audience surveys (“Interview Norm Jackson”). One can 
only imagine the indignation of seasoned clergymen faced with these requirements (especially if 
they had been the recipients of Jackson’s often-flawed written communications). At the time 
4MK was broadcasting a total of one hour and thirty-six minutes of religious programming each 
week, thirty-six minutes above the quota required by the regulator.  
 
Norm Jackson was an active and influential member of the coterie that ran the town. He was a 
member of many state and Mackay-based community and business groups. In 1982 he was 
 147
Deputy-Chair of the Management Committee of the Radio Broadcasters’ Association of 
Queensland, Vice-President of the Chamber of Commerce, Chair of the Queensland 
Confederation of Industries and a Management Committee member of the Australian Institute of 
Management. He was also a member of the Rotary Club, the Red Shield Appeal Committee, the 
Cancer Fund Appeal Committee, and the Masonic Club. Commercial radio’s output includes a 
‘set of attitudes and values that constitute its brand’ (Fleming 44). Although the 4MK brand and 
attitudes sent underlying messages which favoured the often parochial values of its conservative 
business and community leaders, they also actively promoted and extolled ‘public good’ social, 
economic and cultural development activities and philanthropic projects. 4MK praised 
community involvement and the undertaking of ‘good works’ by private citizenry as worthy civic 
virtues. Gray asserts that before globalisation, concepts of ‘nationalism’ and ‘tradition’ were 
organising principles for social life in regional Australia (Gray and Lawrence 25). And in the case 
of regional radio, the concept of ‘community’ should be added to this list. In many ways the 
notion of ‘community’ was of more importance to and a greater influence on regional daily lives 
than ideas of ‘nationalism’. 
 
4MK was a powerful quotidian platform for promoting and consolidating community social 
networks and hierarchies, as was demonstrated in its annual licence renewal process. The 
station’s community links and involvements were faithfully tabled and proudly submitted to the 
broadcasting regulator as proof of local programming, community connection and philanthropy. 
An evaluation of local content was a critical component of the Australian Broadcasting Tribunal’s 
licence renewal process. Licensees were required to show how they determined community 
requirements and interests and quantify the free airtime provided each week for community 
service announcements (DoC, Localism 130). The station extolled its community links at every 
opportunity ─ to its audience and to the regulator. Individual staff memberships of community, 
sporting and church groups were painstakingly listed in licence renewal applications to the 
regulator, and staff members were actively encouraged to join community groups. 4MK actively 
created a ‘knowing’ web of community connections which framed its discourse and built 
audience trust and familiarity. 
Radio as a political platform 
The stability of political office in Mackay can in part be attributed to the supportive network of 
influential local media operators who provided incumbent politicians with regular platforms for 
profile building. Since 1915, Mackay has had only four state members of parliament. All have 
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been from the Labor Party. The first three, William Forgan Smith (also Queensland Premier 
1932─42), Frederick Graham and Ed Casey, all retired from office and the fourth, current 
incumbent Tim Mulherin, has been in office since 1995 (Register of Members of the Legislative 
Assembly 1860-2007). Federal representatives were equally assured of keeping their seats. 
George Martens (Labor) who represented the district from 1923, left only to take up a 
neighbouring electorate in 1949 following a redistribution of seats. It is worth noting that he had 
retained the seat for twenty-one years despite living in Sydney (Kennedy 231).  
 
In 1949, Charles Davidson (Country Party) became the member for the new federal electorate of 
Dawson which encompassed Mackay and kept the seat until he retired in 1963. His successor, 
George Shaw (Country Party), died in office in 1966. The next Member for Dawson, Dr Rex 
Patterson (Labor) lost office in the rout of the Labor party that followed Whitlam’s dismissal in 
1975. His successor, Ray Braithwaite (National Party), reverted to type and retained the seat for 
twenty-one years until he retired in 1996. He was replaced by De-Anne Kelly (National Party), 
the first woman to hold the seat. De-Anne Kelly lost her seat in the November 2007 election to 
Labor candidate James Bidgood. The election was characterised by a significant nationwide 
swing to Labor. The loss of Kelly’s seat also coincided with the erosion of local news coverage 
and a consequent increase in coverage of national matters. As another example of  the relative 
historical stability of office in the region, Mackay resident Ian Wood was a Senator (Liberal) 
from 1950 until he retired in 1978 at the age of 77 (Historical Information on the Australian 
Parliament).  
 
It appears that, having won a seat in Mackay, a representative was assured of a job for life. The 
only aberration to this pattern before 2007 occurred in the political upheaval of the Whitlam 
dismissal and even then the incumbent Patterson was only defeated on preferences (Kennedy 
264). Dr Patterson was also the only Labor Party representative to hold the seat since the Division 
of Dawson was formed following a redistribution in 1948. Mackay has favoured Labor Party 
representatives for state parliament since 1915 and Country/National Party candidates for federal 
parliament from 1949 to 2007. So clearly Mackay citizens have demonstrated some flexibility in 
crossing party lines while relentlessly clinging to incumbents.  
 
The endorsement of sitting politicians through the provision of free airtime on local commercial 
radio and television was not unique to Mackay media. This type of programming by local 
broadcast media was widely presented as a channel for democracy which provided citizens with 
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insights into the activities and concerns of their elected representatives. It was standard operating 
behaviour for regional commercial stations in Australia. 4MK’s programming was reviewed and 
approved annually as being in the public interest by the national broadcasting regulator. 
Politicians were made ‘extra visible’ by local broadcast media and were constantly presented as 
‘the heroes of this society’(Higgins and Moss 90). Indeed, it would have been odd if 4MK had 
operated any differently. 
 
The National Party has bemoaned a decline in the provision of free radio timeslots for sitting 
politicians and community organisations that followed industry deregulation ("Submission by the 
National Party of Australia" 2). In a 2000 submission to a regional radio services inquiry the 
National Party argued that in the face of diminishing government and private sector services such 
as health services and banking, local communities needed to rally together more than ever and 
that local commercial radio stations ‘were central to this effort’ in maintaining community spirit 
(“Submission by the National Party 2).  
 
There were limitations to 4MK’s rhetorical claims to the regulator and its audience that it 
represented and met the interests of the ‘whole community’. Clearly there were sections of the 
community which did not get a voice, most noticeably the Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, 
South Sea Islander and Maltese communities. Radio was not alone in its neglect of these groups; 
their activities and issues were rarely covered by other local media until more recent times.32 It 
wasn’t until the early 1980s that 4MK appointed its first news journalist, former Mackay ABC 
local radio journalist Alf Edwards. Until then, the station had relied on the local newspaper as a 
source of local new bulletins. By 1986 the station had two full-time and one part-time journalists 
producing almost four and a half hours of local news each week (ABT, 4MK Licence Renewal 
1986). These were the golden days of local content on regional commercial radio. Station 
Manager Norm Jackson boasted of 4MK’s ‘fine record of involvement in the community” 
achieved through a “great emphasis on local news and community information including of 
course our outstanding record during times of emergency’ (ABT Licence Renewal 1980, 5).    
 
But change was looming for regional commercial radio in the form of broadcast deregulation. 
This was first heralded by the Whitlam government in 1974. As a part of its sweeping social 
policy change agenda, government evaluated existing broadcasting policies, including cross-
                                                 
32 The ‘silence’ on the part of the local media may have in part also related to these groups’ historical lack 
of organisational structure and a representative voice. 
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media ownership, media diversity and the issue of new radio licences. ‘A right to broadcast is 
becoming recognized alongside the right to speak, the right of assembly and the right to 
publish’(Priorities Review Staff: Report on Radio).  Government’s primary focus was 
determining the extent to which community interests were excluded from commercial radio 
programming. The Priorities Review Staff: Report on Radio acknowledged that ‘country 
commercial stations are generally closer to the local community’ than metropolitan stations. 
However, the report linked a lack of profitability in some regional stations to them being 
communication channels for only ‘a select minority in local communities’ (23).  
 
Somewhat alarmingly for existing commercial operators, the report went on to suggest that local 
communities should be given some capacity to effect appropriate changes to local programming.  
Regulated local community committees could ‘participate directly in the management and control 
of [commercial] stations’. While this approach was never taken up, a new form of broadcasting, 
community radio, was launched with some success in metropolitan centres. This was a prelude to 
a move to deregulating regional radio markets that would gather momentum in the 1980s.  
 
Conclusion 
Gray and Lawrence argue that Australia’s ‘rural communities have a strong ideology of localism, 
or belief among people that their own locality is significant to them’ (Gray and Lawrence 173). 
4MK’s programming supported this belief. Its schedule was dominated by local concerns, 
activities, events and people. It is reasonable to assume its discourse had a profound and long-
term impact on popular consciousness. The daily presentation of a particular view of life by a 
broadcast monopoly over decades influenced community values and identity. 4MK constituted a 
social information system that involved most of the community.  
 
The arrival of commercial television in regional Australia did not dilute sole commercial radio 
stations’ influence or profitability. It did, however, change the sound and format of commercial 
radio and the location of its reception. Live and local speech and popular music replaced quiz 
shows, comedy programs and serialised dramas as radio surrendered these program forms to the 
new medium. Peak programming shifted to the breakfast session and daytime listening while 
television reigned in the evening. Federal government’s localism policies ensured a ‘soft landing’ 
for existing regional media interests, diminishing the potentially deleterious economic effects of 
television and further entrenching existing local media monopolies. Live and local commercial 
radio programming peaked in the 1970s and 1980s when many sole regional stations were 
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broadcasting live from a local studio for twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Most 
programming was locally produced with minimal relay programs such as network news. Regional 
commercial radio was then at its peak of influence as a social and cultural tool for people 
inhabiting a common territory. 
 
In the previous two chapters, I have argued that, in its sole-station era, commercial radio created a 
particular and powerful daily representation of community life for some 80 per cent of the 
population. The case study of Mackay shows that regional radio’s discourse extolled the civic and 
social virtues of local community work and philanthropy along with its consumer messages.  This 
would change in the mid-1990s as regional broadcast media markets were opened up to new 
entrants and localism requirements ended. Regional commercial radio became a priority field for 
major broadcast media change. The next chapter examines the effects of deregulation on radio 
localism. 
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Chapter 6 Hear the difference? The deregulation of regional 
radio  
 
 
It is through radio that the ‘community hears itself constituted’ through radio as it 
‘assumes authorship of the community, woven into itself through its jokes, its 
advertisements, its gossip, all represented recurringly and powerfully as the map of local 
life. (Berland 116).  
 
In the previous chapters, I have argued that in regional Australia commercial radio played an 
important role in the formation of community identity and as part of a social bonding system. 
Listening to the sole commercial radio station was a widespread daily cultural practice that 
fostered normative concepts of social and civic values and behaviours. It supported local 
hierarchies, networks, ideas of rurality and certain forms of civic engagement and regional 
economic development. The major reform of broadcasting in Australia in the 1990s completely 
changed regional commercial radio. Deregulation ended regional broadcast monopolies and 
undermined ‘rurality’s cultural and social distinctiveness’ (Gray and Lawrence 160). Local 
commercial radio became much less community-specific and more aligned with generic 
metropolitan formats.  
 
This chapter argues that government sacrificed localism for broadcast media pluralism. The new 
policies were narrowly focused on the economic impacts of deregulation. The long-standing 
primacy of designing policy frameworks that recognised particular needs of rural populations 
waned as government adopted a ‘one size fits all’ approach. The chapter further argues that 
government failed to take into account the consequences of deregulation for the regional 
‘marketplace of ideas’(Napoli 150). The macro effects of commercial radio deregulation in New 
Zealand and the USA will be reviewed as context for the process of deregulation in Australia. 
Mackay is then examined as an exemplary regional community to provide a detailed 
understanding of the impact of the 1992 Broadcasting Services Act on local media monopolies, 
media ownership and live and local programming. 4MK fiercely contested the opening up of the 
Mackay radio market to new commercial radio rivals. The company challenged the Australian 
Broadcasting Authority in the Federal Court in an effort to maintain its broadcast monopoly. 
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Australia’s first major reform of the broadcast industry since 1942 was part of sweeping changes 
to the Australian economy that started in the 1980s. Subscribing to the same western neoliberal 
agenda that influenced major restructuring of Australia’s trade and finance regulations, broadcast 
deregulation proponents argued that it would increase local programming, news and information 
(Collingwood 97, "Democracy"). It had the opposite effect. Deregulation of the commercial radio 
market created more services at the cost of severely reduced local content and news services. It 
catalysed a radio boom comparable only to the initial national rollout of broadcast radio in the 
1930s. The number of commercial radio stations ballooned by 80 per cent from 114 in 1992 to 
205 in 2001. Only two of the new licences were issued for capital city stations; most of the new 
stations were located in regional centres ( ABA, Commercial Radio Industry 1978-2002 11). 
Each region was already experiencing increased competition for a limited pool of advertising 
revenue from two additional television channels as a result of the earlier aggregation of regional 
television markets in the late 1980s. To survive, competing licensees had to cut costs by using 
relayed and prerecorded programming instead of live and local voices. As a result regional radio 
lost its distinctiveness and deep community connections. Increased competition failed to generate 
more local content or a greater diversity of programming in commercial regional radio. The 
absorption of the longstanding local ‘monopoly’ commercial stations into more ‘diverse’ and 
deregulated markets reduced rather than aided localism in regional radio. The removal of local 
content regulations that had served the public interest since the 1930s in favour of ‘light-touch’ 
self-regulation in the 1992 Broadcasting Services Act (BSA) changed the sound of regional radio 
forever.  
 
The effects of radio deregulation policies in New Zealand and the United States provide some 
context for an examination of the Australian experience. The New Zealand example is 
particularly revealing. The largest commercial radio broadcaster in the US, Clear Channel, part-
owns the Australian Radio Network which in turn owns one of New Zealand’s biggest 
commercial networks, The Radio Network. Clear Channel has been using its 120 stations in New 
Zealand as a test market for highly centralised programming practices and the development of 
new networking and automation technologies. New Zealand’s commercial radio market in 2007 
therefore may provide a snapshot of the future of commercial radio in Australia. New Zealand 
was an early entrant into broadcast media deregulation in the late 1980s, and by 2007 it had one 
of the most centralised and networked commercial radio services in the world.  
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In the US the relaxation of media ownership laws in 1996 triggered the creation of vast radio 
conglomerates. Broadcast deregulation fundamentally changed American radio. There, public 
radio has been the winner as commercial radio audiences voted with their ears, turning away from 
commercial radio and doubling the audience for National Public Radio in the five-year period to 
2006 (DiCola, False Premises 12). A similar trend occurred in Australia as local ABC radio 
services gained audience share after deregulation. This will be discussed in more detail in the 
final chapter. 
Commercial radio deregulation in New Zealand: Neither live nor local, a lesson for 
Australia?  
Commercial radio is a relatively recent phenomenon in New Zealand. As in the United Kingdom, 
commercial services started with pirate radio. In the mid-1960s, Radio Hauraki commenced 
broadcasting from the ship Tiri in international waters off the coast of Auckland. Government 
responded by forming the New Zealand Broadcasting Authority which issued the nation’s first 
commercial licences in 1970. Growth was sluggish and by 1984 there were only twenty-two 
commercial radio stations throughout the nation (Shanahan). This would change virtually 
overnight following the passing of the Radio Communications Act and the Broadcasting Act in 
1989 which created one of the most deregulated media markets in the world (Jolly, Bills Digest 
31). Unlike the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia, New Zealand does not limit 
foreign ownership or cross-media ownership. New Zealand has a highly concentrated media 
market. Four overseas-owned companies dominate the news media, near duopolies operate in 
print, television and radio media, and pay television is a monopoly operation (Jolly, Bills Digest 
2006 31). 
 
The 1989 broadcasting legislation triggered a spectacular expansion in the number of commercial 
radio stations to the point where New Zealand now has the highest number of radio stations per 
capita in the world, with one commercial frequency for every 5,250 people (Shanahan and 
Duignan 41). In contrast, in 2007 Australia had one commercial licence per 78,275 people and the 
UK had one commercial licence per 202,586 listeners.33 As in Australia, deregulation was sold by 
the New Zealand government as offering listeners more choice and diversity of services 
(Shanahan and Duignan 16). Faced with increased competition for advertising revenue, 
commercial radio licence- holders cut staff numbers, aggregated sales teams and centralized 
programming and commercial production. By 2001, ownership of commercial radio in New 
                                                 
33 This was calculated by using data on the number of commercial licences issued by Ofcom and ACMA 
divided by the respective national populations. 
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Zealand had consolidated to a foreign-owned duopoly, comprising Canadian-based CanWest, 
which operates in New Zealand as RadioWorks, and The Radio Network (TRN), which is in turn 
owned by the Australian Radio Network (ARN). ARN is a joint venture between APN News and 
Media (ANM) which is controlled by the O’Reilly family, headed by Irish billionaire Tony 
O’Reilly, and Clear Channel Communications Inc., the behemoth of US commercial 
broadcasting. ARN is Australasia’s largest radio broadcaster, with twelve metropolitan radio 
stations in Australia and 120 radio stations in New Zealand through its wholly owned subsidiary, 
TRN34. ARN is also a shareholder in the New Zealand pay TV company PAN TV. RadioWorks 
and TRN claim an almost equal share of New Zealand’s total audience and revenue. Between 
them, they control 85 per cent of all New Zealand’s frequencies and audience, including all the 
major markets (Neill and Shanahan).        .  
 
Concentrated media ownership by foreign-owned corporations is not exclusive to radio in New 
Zealand. Newspaper ownership is also dominated by two foreign-owned companies. ANM (part-
owner of the TRN commercial radio network) and Fairfax newspapers own almost 90 per cent of 
the  audited daily press readership of provincial newspapers and 92 per cent of metropolitan 
readership as well as community newspapers and magazines (Jolly, Bills Digest 2006). In 
addition to its New Zealand commercial radio holdings, CanWest owns two commercial 
television channels and the US-owned News Corporation operates the country’s only pay TV 
channel (Jolly, Bills Digest 2006).  
 
Deregulation has brought New Zealanders a much greater choice of commercial radio stations. 
For example, Gisborne, with a population of only 32,000, boasts eight to ten commercial or 
partially commercial radio services (Shanahan and Duignan 36). But the stations target similar 
markets with overlapping generic formats that feature the same homogenised music on high 
rotation. Local programming is negligible and local news has virtually disappeared. Most news is 
compiled centrally in Auckland and Wellington. According to Shannon and Duignan the number 
of commercials played in a row has increased, as has the amount of time allocated to commercials 
in any hour.  
 
                                                 
34 The ARN website www.arn.com.au claims the company operates 118 radio stations in New Zealand 
while The Radio Network site www.radionetwork.co.nz claims 120. The RadioWorks website 
www.radiowork.co.nz claims 182 frequencies. 
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Commercial radio programming is largely networked from Auckland, with a heavy reliance on 
prerecorded voice breaks. Programs are not only centrally produced and syndicated to regional 
centres; they are often completely prerecorded sometimes weeks ahead of airplay (Mollgaard).  . 
Commercial radio in New Zealand has pioneered a major change in the temporal nature of radio. 
Prerecorded programming is now the norm. Radio has always used prerecorded programming, 
most notably music. In fact, in the ‘golden days’ of radio in the 1940s and 50s, prerecorded 
transcriptions of drama shows, quiz programs and talent quests dominated schedules (Russo).    . 
However, this recorded content was always clearly differentiated from, and framed by, live 
announcing. Now in New Zealand, even the framing discourse, the back and forward and link 
announcing, is often prerecorded. But it is done in manner which seeks to disguise this fact; it 
purports to be live by carefully avoiding topics that will make its asynchronous nature obvious. 
This is because the idea that commercial radio is broadcasting live into the same temporal space 
as its listeners has been fundamental to the very conception of radio.  
 
The time shift entailed in prerecording has changed the whole discourse of radio. Announcers 
have to be careful not to refer to particular events, the weather ─ indeed, anything that can make 
it obvious to the listener that the announcer is clearly not in the same time zone. This practice is 
called voice tracking; the prerecorded announcer talk is then interleaved with music, commercials 
and other content to create the illusion of live programming. Because the announcer records only 
the voice breaks, the paid time requirement for the broadcaster is reduced significantly. It remains 
to be seen if this temporal shift in broadcasting’s discourse will change the long accepted 
‘intimate’ relationship with listeners that has both characterised radio and contributed to its value 
as a channel for advertising content. 
 
New Zealand radio researcher and broadcaster Matt Mollgaard has seen this change first hand. He 
says:  
             creating and protecting the illusion of ‘liveness’ requires a quantum shift in what happens 
 on the radio. The producer ignores events that could change between the time of 
 recording and airing. The producer is then forced to create content that will not change. 
 Comments on actual events of the day the recording is made are removed; intricate 
 analysis of anything that is topical must be avoided to prevent later contradiction. The 
 programme then becomes more  concerned with ‘universal’ ideas and events as well as 
 things that will happen after the show is broadcast. A certain standardisation develops 
 where priority is given to the future, rather than the present as the producer avoids 
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 elements that are changeable. The temporally coherent events of the time of the show do 
 not feature in the show if it has been prerecorded.   
             (Mollgaard 3)        
 
In New Zealand, both the traditional discourse of radio and its key characteristic, ‘liveness’ ─ 
being ‘of the moment’ and ‘in the moment’ ─ have been swept away. It is no longer live, local or 
arguably even relevant as announcers pare their discourse down to bland generalities that avoid 
day-to-day topicality. But for the network owners it is cheap, reliable, fault-free and standardised. 
As a result, the number of announcers employed in commercial radio in New Zealand has 
dropped substantially (Shanahan and Duignan 20-21). Commercial radio is now almost 
completely run from, and dominated by, the nation’s largest metropolis, Auckland.  
 
US-owned Clear Channel has been using its TRN operation in New Zealand to ‘bench-test’ 
proprietary automation and networking technologies’ capacity to streamline radio operations. 
According to Matt Mollgaard, ‘commercial priorities have become the driving force in the 
development of digital technologies for radio … [and] these technologies are changing the nature 
of radio itself. In other words, the technology is not neutral, but is being created to achieve well-
defined goals of efficiency through reductions in labour and increases in reliability and 
accountability to clients’. New Zealand’s level of foreign ownership, concentration of ownership, 
dominance of prerecorded programming and vertical integration of digital radio technology 
appear to be a first for commercial radio worldwide, and may signal the future of commercial 
radio in Australia. Australia may be more resistant to these practices because it has a longer 
history and commitment to the rubric of localism and live programming. But it is worth noting 
that prerecorded talk breaks were introduced throughout the extensive DMG regional network in 
the 1990s (DMG Submission: Radio Industry Inquiry). 
 
 
The ARN submission to the 2007 Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) 
review of local radio content provisions flagged an intention to move hubbing to an 
unprecedented level by relaying programming from ARN’s New Zealand commercial radio 
operations into Australia. It asked for New Zealand-developed program material to be included in 
any definition of ‘material of local significance’. The company argued that to do otherwise would 
be a conflict with Australia’s obligations under the Australia /New Zealand Closer Economic 
Relations Trade Services Protocol as defined in the Broadcast Services Act 1992 (ARN, 
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Submission on 'Material of Local Significance' 9)     . This is not as ludicrous as it might seem at 
first glance. For example, New Zealand-produced children’s television programs are accepted by 
ACMA as meeting Australian content quota requirements (ACMA, Terms of Reference for 
Childrens Television). The post-deregulation practices adopted by ARN and TRN in New 
Zealand’s commercial radio industry provide insights into what might lie ahead for Australia. 
Many of the features that characterise post-deregulation commercial radio in New Zealand, such 
as consolidation and concentration of ownership and the loss of localism, also followed 
deregulation in the United States. 
Deregulation in the USA: Bigger but not better 
The 1996 Telecommunications Act introduced by the US Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC) was the first major reform of the broadcasting and telecommunication sector since 1934. It 
removed a cap on nationwide radio station ownership and increased the number of stations an 
entity could own in a single market. Rules regarding station affiliations and cross-ownership 
restrictions were eased. President Clinton claimed the legislation would deliver lower consumer 
prices, better quality services and ensure ‘a diversity of voices and viewpoints’ across all media 
forms (Jolly, Bills Digest 26) 
Instead it had the opposite effect ─ sparking a consolidation of ownership in radio and television 
and a ‘fundamental transformation of the radio landscape’ (DiCola, False Premises 10). The US 
commercial radio industry now has ten major players, with two in particular ─ Clear Channel and 
Viacom ─ dominating the American airwaves. Before deregulation, no single corporation owned 
more than sixty-five stations, but with the lifting of ownership limits Clear Channel grew from 
forty to an unprecedented 1,240 stations (DiCola and Thomson 3). This gave Clear Channel an 
audience reach of 100 million, or around one- third of the American population.35 
 
In the USA, oligopolies (usually the same four companies) have some 70 per cent of every major 
market and up to 90 per cent of smaller markets (DiCola and Thompson). The plurality of news 
provision has narrowed and there are now only four companies which provide two-thirds of the 
news Americans hear on news format commercial radio. The FCC used the new proliferation of 
internet, cable and satellite services as a rationale for relaxing media regulation (Jolly, Bills 
Digest  27). This was the same justification ACMA later used in 2006 to justify changes to 
Australia’s cross-media ownership laws. The FCC developed a Diversity Index (DI) as a tool to 
identify the respective contributions of different media forms to media diversity within specified 
                                                 
35 In late 2006, Clear Channel sold 448 of its radio stations but it remains a dominant force in US radio with 
700 stations in eighty-eight of the nation’s largest markets. (DiCola) 
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markets. The index focused on media forms that were the primary providers of local news and 
information (although the internet was included) (Given,"Cross Media Ownership Laws").   
However, the DI’s assignment of a generic weighting to media in the same class which therefore 
ignored relative differences in readership and audience figures or ‘influence’ later drew criticism 
from a Federal Court of Appeal (Given, “Cross Media Ownership Laws”, 265). In the US, as 
elsewhere, deregulation was sold as a vehicle which would deliver increased competition and 
increased choice for listeners. According to the Future of Music Coalition, a US not-for-profit 
collaboration between members of the music, technology, public policy and intellectual property 
law communities, the US deregulation had the opposite effect. It narrowed music variety to the 
bland, anodyne and safe (DiCola, False Premises 7).   
 
In 1996, FCC Chair Reed Hundt delivered a major speech outlining the FCC’s priorities in 
administering the implementation of the new legislation. He made it clear that the FCC’s 
attention was firmly fixed on telecommunications, the internet, television and reducing the role 
and size of the FCC. Radio was barely mentioned, even though the total value of post-
deregulation radio station sales had reached $15 billion in less than a year (Hundt). While 
acknowledging that the ultimate aim of unbridled competition was monopoly, Hundt also said 
‘we want to have a red-hot rule burning party every chance we get’. He said the new Act aimed to 
‘create sufficient incentives for competition to dispense with the need for regulation of 
monopolies’ (emphasis added):  
 
 Spectrum should be put to its most valued use.  The Commission should trust markets to 
assure this result, although we should act as the ‘register of deeds’ for spectrum licenses ─ 
maintaining information as to which firms hold what licenses. Auctions allow markets to 
determine who will use the spectrum. We should also rely on markets to determine how the 
spectrum will be used.  The Commission should move away from the old top-down, central 
planning approach of the past towards a decentralized approach that allows the spectrum 
licensee, rather than the government, to determine how spectrum will be used. (Hundt) 
 
Hundt boasted that the spectrum auctions had been so successful that the FCC had been listed in 
the Guinness Book of Records as the biggest auction house in history. He also proudly outlined 
how the FCC had eliminated its Review Board, significantly cut back on field operations by 
halving the number of its field offices, and reduced staff numbers by one-third. He also went to 
Congress with recommendations for removing thirty-seven of the FCC’s administrative functions, 
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of which twenty-one were approved (Hundt). So, while the radio marketplace was being opened 
up to market forces which would result in the most cashed-up entities owning the largest number 
of frequencies, the industry regulator was doing its best to make itself powerless and invisible.  
  
By 2000, FCC Commissioner Gloria Tristani was publicly voicing her concerns at the impact of 
deregulation, saying she was now seeing:  
 
 ownership concentrations in local markets unknown since the inception of broadcast 
radio. When a merger produces a single owner of almost one thousand radio stations 
across the country, evaluating its impact through a town-by-town framework fails to 
measure the overall impact on the diversity of voices in the marketplace of ideas, as well 
as its complete fiscal impact on advertisers and listeners. This unduly narrow framework 
also fails to measure the loss to localism when a single owner selects the format for 
hundreds of stations. There is no doubt that a diversity of voices on the public's airwaves 
is vital to our democracy. Just as the strongest fabrics are woven of many tiny, 
interlocking threads, each of which alone is unable to sustain the strength of the whole, 
radio listeners must be able to weave their local fabric with many diverse threads. Our 
obligation to protect the  public's interest should  include submission and review of 
evidence of a merger’s overall impact on that societal fabric. (Tristani)  
 
A court in the US also criticised the rollout of the new laws. It found that in developing its cross-
media ownership laws the FCC had given ‘too much weight to the internet as a media outlet, 
[and] irrationally assigned outlets of the same type equal market shares’. It also questioned the 
veracity of Diversity Index used to evaluate markets with media ownership concentrations 
(Prometheus Radio Project Versus Federal Communications Commission, 58).   
 
Former radio trade magazine editor Todd Spencer did not mince words in a description of the 
aftermath of US deregulation:  
 
 The consolidation of the radio business in the hands of a very few, powerful corporate 
owners has devastated the quality of commercial radio. Every year, radio programming is 
produced with smaller and smaller budgets by fewer and fewer people with more and 
more smoke and mirrors: cookie-cutter music formats, overuse of syndication, tighter, 
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more repetitive playlists filled with inferior songs, one programming staff operating a 
cluster of stations and commercial breaks that never seem to end (Spencer).   
 
He estimated some 10,000 radio industry employees had been laid off in less than six years. The 
implementation of the Act was certainly at odds with Congress’s stated goals for the FCC’s 
media policy of competition, diversity and localism. By 2006 in the US, the top four companies 
had a 50 per cent share of radio advertising revenue and 48 per cent of the listeners (DiCola, 
False Premises). 
 
An FCC study of US commercial radio found that ownership was consolidated to fewer 
companies (G. Williams 2-5). It also found that while advertising rates had doubled since 1996, 
radio listening had declined since 1998. It may have been the increased scheduling of 
commercials that drove audience away from commercial radio. An FCC evaluation of the 
profitability of the publicly traded radio companies found that since 1996 their gross profit 
margins had consistently outperformed Standard and Poor’s 500 companies Index.36  
 
A study of the relationship between station profitability and ownership concentration, based on 
the sales of close to 600 stations and their subsequent financial performances following 
deregulation, found that profitability did correlate with a concentration of ownership. However, 
the study revealed that this was caused by efficiencies rather than the exercise of market power. 
In other words, the increased profitability was largely derived from savings in equipment, wages, 
resource sharing and so forth rather than an ability to increase advertising rates through monopoly 
power (Ekelund, Ford and Koutsky).  
 
The Coalition for Future Music’s (CFM) research into the effects of radio ownership 
concentration looked at a range of measures and characteristics, including qualitative measures 
and how they had changed since deregulation. Using data from the Occupational Employment 
Survey of the US Bureau of Statistics, CFM Research Director Peter DiCola tracked changes in 
employment and wages for three key radio occupations; announcers, news reporters and 
technicians. He found a strong correlation between a reduction in employment (especially for 
news reporters and technicians) and wages for all three occupations in markets with an increased 
                                                 
36 The S&P 500 is an index of the stocks of 500 (mostly US-owned) large publicly listed companies which 
are used as a reference for comparison with other companies and as a bellwether for the stock market and 
the economy in general. 
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concentration of ownership. DiCola argued that there was a strong link between local radio 
station employment and localism (DiCola, Employment and Wage Effects). Clearly a station’s 
ability to be live, local and to provide locally relevant programming is predicated on having staff 
on the ground with the rights skills to service audiences.  
 
It is generally agreed that, in the USA since deregulation, commercial radio has lost listeners, 
talent and revenues to satellite upstarts, public radio and iPod playlists. As will be detailed below, 
the Australian situation is more complex (Vollmer, Frelinghuysen and Rothenberg). In Australia, 
the regulator developed a formula that linked radio station staffing levels with a capacity to 
deliver local programming. This was an attempt to protect some level of localism in regional 
radio when cross-media ownership rules were relaxed. Deregulation in the US market failed to 
meet the policy’s three major goals of increased competition, localism and diversity. Ten years 
later, the US commercial radio market was characterised by reduced competition, localism and 
diversity (DiCola, False Premises). Both the New Zealand and USA broadcast radio deregulation 
experiences demonstrate that, despite the fact that localism and live programming have been 
sacrificed, audiences have not necessarily gained a broader diversity of service and programming 
choices. Indeed, in most cases format and programming offerings have narrowed.  
 
Deregulation in Australia: Background    
 
The introduction of broadcast deregulation was related to a broader liberalisation of national trade 
regulations undertaken by many western nations in the 1980s. In 1984, Prime Minister Bob 
Hawke told the Business Council of Australia that ‘after eighty-four years of federation, we have 
accumulated an excessive and often irrelevant and obstructive body of laws and 
regulations’(Forward Development Unit 47). Australia adopted an economics agenda that 
promoted free trade and deregulation as a path to providing citizens with a broader choice of 
products and services through increased competition. This was linked to a wider agenda which 
saw a withdrawal of government responsibility across a range of fields including health, 
education, welfare and culture which were ‘increasingly seen as a matter for market forces to 
determine rather than as a responsibility of governments’ (Bennett, Emmison and Frow). In 1984, 
government formed a Business Regulation Review Unit to identify tariffs, import duties and other 
regulations that acted as international trade inhibitors and barriers to economic growth and 
prosperity. The freeing up of national trade regulations made it easier for corporations to operate 
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across national borders, accelerating the international connectedness now characterised as 
globalism.  
 
Neoliberal thinking sanctified marketplace logic and favoured individual freedom over 
community needs. Stuart Cunningham claims that cultural studies’ lack of policy focus at the 
time made it an ‘unwitting ally of wider ideological and industrial trends that rationalise[d] 
deregulation in broadcasting and communications on the basis of increasing consumer choice’ 
(Cunningham 172). In 1986, detailed assessments of the profitability of regional radio markets 
and their capacity to support new licensees were made by government agencies, consultant 
groups and radio industry bodies. In the first instance, some twenty-eight markets were identified 
as large enough to sustain the establishment of a second independent service(Forward 
Development Unit xxxii). Eventually this forensic level of planning and assessment of the 
potential viability of additional services was abandoned in favour of a market-driven approach 
which relied on licence applicants assessing the commercial viability of a new radio service for a 
particular area.  
 
The commercial radio national industry group, FARB, was outraged by the move to open up all 
regional radio markets to competition. FARB argued that regional radio licensees were already 
‘in an extremely fragile state’ in the aftermath of increased competition from television 
aggregation in the late 1980s ─ as outlined in Chapter 3 (FARB Submission, 32)  . FARB 
claimed that ‘additional competition would only spread advertising dollars more thinly and 
expenditure offsets would inevitably cause a serious diminution of services’ (FARB Submission, 
32). The retention of localism as a broadcasting policy priority and a cultural mechanism that 
made rural society distinguishable has had few advocates apart from the National Party and some 
disgruntled listeners. National Party MP Paul Neville claimed: ‘People in country areas should 
not be the playthings of networks. They, like all other Australians, should have media that reflects 
the particular character and culture, community life and expectations of their own communities.’ 
(Regional Media -What Next?). But  regional communities’ economic and political authority had 
eroded and regionalism was being ‘increasingly constrained by the established institutional 
authority of metropolitan Australia’(Gray and Lawrence 136).. Government was not swayed by 
the arguments from the industry body and the National Party; it continued to develop a legislative 
instrument which would drive national reform of the regional commercial radio sector.  
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Government was confident that the new Act would encourage a diversity of services; indeed the 
1992 Broadcasting Services Act (BSA) is explicit on this matter. Object 3(a) states that the goal is 
to ‘promote the availability to audiences throughout Australia of a diverse range of radio and 
television services offering entertainment, education and information’(Broadcasting Services Act, 
Section 3).37 However, this commitment to diversity did not extend to a protection of broadcast 
localism. The BSA removed the obligation that had, since 1942, required individual commercial 
broadcasters to provide adequate and comprehensive coverage of local events. It seems that 
legislators did not foresee the impact of a deregulated market on local programming, as the 1992 
BSA refers to local content in only two of its objects 
 (ea) to promote the availability to audiences throughout Australia of television and radio 
programs about matters of local significance; and  
(g) to encourage providers of commercial and community broadcasting services to be 
responsive to the need for a fair and accurate coverage of matters of public interest and for 
an appropriate coverage of matters of local significance. 
Here the notion of local programming content is avoided in favour of matters of local 
significance. Nor is there any requirement that matters of local significance be contained in 
locally produced programs. The terms ‘promote’ and ‘encourage’ were vague enough to be easily 
evaded by station operators seeking to cut costs. Supporters of deregulation had assumed that 
increased competition would provide the market with whatever services it required – including 
local program content.  
 
The rhetoric of deregulation focused on the predicted benefits of increased choice and diversity of 
services for listeners, but it also carried fiscal benefits for government. Substantial revenue was 
generated in the deregulated marketplace through the sale of commercial radio licences and the 
                                                 
37 Unlike radio, commercial television was able to resist being opened up to competition from new network 
channels. In 2007 there were still only three free-to-air television networks. The Australian Association of 
National Advertisers (AANA) has argued vehemently that this is anti-competitive. The AANA claimed 
networks had gained an eightfold increase in advertising revenue in the five capital city markets that had 
grown from $325 million in 1978/79 to $2.756 billion in 2002/03:(Cox). Television networks claim 
advertising revenues were absorbed by increased programming costs entailed in delivering ‘quality’ 
programs. However, AANA figures show that government protection had not resulted in greater 
expenditure on Australian programming. Increased revenues had been diverted to executive salaries and 
shareholder profits. The AANA argued that ‘continued government protection cannot therefore be justified 
on public interest grounds.’ (Cox 19)  
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increased income from additional annual licence fees. In 1998─99, licence fees alone generated 
$12.9 million("FARB Submission" 18). By 2006─07 the annual revenue from commercial radio 
licence fees was $21.3 million although this was dwarfed by commercial television licence fee 
income of $254 million (ACMA 2007 Annual Report 25). 
Ownership churn 
The BSA also allowed foreign ownership of Australian commercial radio for the first time, 
enabling the UK-owned Daily Mail Group (DMG) to become one of the nation’s largest 
commercial radio operators virtually overnight. DMG and Australian major media operators such 
as RG Capital and the Broadcast Operations Group (BOG) bought out multiple existing stations 
and purchased new FM licences. While the number of radio stations increased by almost one-
third, the eventual outcome was an increased concentration of radio station ownership and a 
reduction of news and information services and live and local programming for regional radio 
listeners.  
Ownership change in Australia’s commercial radio industry increased exponentially in the 1990s, 
with 82 per cent of metropolitan stations and 59 per cent of regional services changing hands, 
some more than once (ABA, Commercial Radio Industry 1978-1998 16). Regional stations were, 
on average, delivering a meagre 2 per cent annual return before they were sold. In the late 1980s, 
most regional stations were delivering returns that were below the long-term bond rate, which 
was not an attractive proposition for their owners (ABA, Commercial Radio Industry 1978-1998 
12). In other words, a licensee could obtain a better return for less risk by selling the station and 
investing in long-term bonds. A commercial radio profitability study by the ABA found that 
within a year of being bought out regional station returns rose to almost 11 per cent (ABA, 
Commercial Radio Industry 1978-1998 16). These increases in profitability were achieved 
through reductions in overheads rather than increased advertising revenues. Media reform 
catalysed massive inflows of (mostly borrowed) capital to the sector as new stations opened up 
and others were bought out. As a result, the new proprietors had to service debts from 
increasingly fragmented advertising revenues. This led to extreme cost-cutting.  
Because of deregulation, staff numbers were cut and program networking increased. The only 
technologies that were invested in were those that enhanced automation and syndication. 
Networks that owned a combination of metropolitan and regional stations achieved the best 
economies of scale, outperforming those with metropolitan-only or regional-only station 
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networks (13). Commercial broadcasters argued that they had no choice but to network, ‘if the 
station was not networked it is likely that the licence would be handed in’("FARB Submission" 
31). In the 1990s, profitability for the few remaining independent regional commercial stations 
reduced markedly.  
Radio stations in small markets, determined by the ABA as those with a population of less than 
40,000, and medium markets (with a population of less then 100,000) such as Mackay were hit 
hardest. Profitability of regional commercial radio stations declined by an average of 22 per cent 
within five years of the rollout of new licences (“FARB Submission” 31). The ABA found (as 
incumbent regional station owners had argued) that the introduction of new stations into regional 
markets had not ‘led to any appreciable increase in real advertising revenue. Rather it would 
appear that regional advertising revenues have been distributed across pre-existing and the new 
licensees’ (ABA, Commercial Radio Industry 1978-1998 20). 
4MK ownership change 
While ownership churn would intensify for 4MK after deregulation, it had started some years 
earlier with the buyout of the founding Williams family interest in 1983. By the 1980s, ‘small 
independent stations in the bush were ripe for the picking’ and even established regional networks 
like VBN and ABS were sold off to new market entrants (Mac 96) . In June 1985, Universal 
Radio Pty Ltd, a Qintex Group company owned by the (later notorious) tourism and media 
entrepreneur Christopher Skase, bought 4MK ("4MK Sold to Brisbane Interests"). But in April 
the following year, Skase had to sell off 4MK because it jeopardised a bid he was making for 
Australian Wireless Association Ltd (AWA). Australian media ownership regulations precluded a 
company controlling more than eight commercial radio licences and AWA had already reached 
this limit. Skase sold 4MK to Tora Bran Nominees Pty Ltd, a company owned by the nation’s 
biggest media advertising buyer, Harold Mitchell. A few months later, Mitchell went on to buy 20 
per cent of Mackay Television through the parent company, Barrier Reef Broadcasting Pty Ltd. 
Within weeks of the latter purchase, Skase launched a successful takeover bid for Mackay 
Television, acquiring  shares held by Barrier Reef Broadcasting and the option to buy back 4MK 
in the process (ABT, Public Inquiry Report: MVQ Mackay/4MK). 
 
These share transactions were the subject of an ABT inquiry in late 1991. At a later liquidator 
hearing into Skase’s Qintex companies, the transaction was described as a ‘scam’ which utlised 
bogus invoices to ‘allow Skase to beat media ownership restrictions’ by appearing to divest 4MK 
("Secretary Quizzed on Radio Sale"). By the time the ABT Inquiry sat, 4MK’s parent company 
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Barrier Reef Broadcasting had been sold on twice. Because 4MK had been on-sold by the time 
the Inquiry sat, the messy share transactions involving Quintex and Tora Bran were approved.38 It 
was first sold to Wesgo Communications Pty Ltd in 1988 ("Radio Station Changes Hands"). 
Wesgo also bought radio stations in Emerald and Longreach at the same time, adding to its stable 
of fifteen stations which included other Queensland broadcasters in Cairns, Townsville and 
Gladstone. Within months of the Wesgo purchase, the Emerald Chamber of Commerce was 
complaining about a reduction in local programming as an increasing number of programs were 
relayed from 4MK in Mackay ("Emerald Fears Radio Losing Its Identity"). According to former 
4MK technician Maurie Bartlem, ‘Wesgo was a ruthless employer and morale at the station was 
much higher when it was locally owned’ ("Interview Maurie Bartlem"). High-profile Australian 
television journalist and media entrepreneur Mike Willesee was 4MK’s next owner in October 
1991, flying in to Mackay in his Lear jet to check on his new acquisition.39 His company, Trans 
Media Group, also bought 4TO in Townsville and 4CA in Cairns, from Wesgo.  
4MK fights for Mackay’s first commercial FM licence 
In July 1988, Communications Minister Senator Gareth Evans called for applications for 
Mackay’s first commercial FM licence, pointedly adding that only applications from new market 
players would be considered ("Mackay in Line for FM Licence"). This was the start of a tortuous 
process. 4MK Director Norm Jackson was incensed at the marginalisation of 4MK as a potential 
applicant as the company had earlier applied for an FM licence as a supplementary licence in 
1984. He warned a meeting of the Mackay Chamber of Commerce that a new independent 
commercial FM licensee would seek out the most lucrative 18─45 age group and ignore the 
under 18s and the over 50s. Jackson predicted that while advertising rates might drop initially, 
soon local advertisers would be paying more to cover the same market, whereas 4MK operating a 
supplementary FM licence alongside its AM licence would enable ‘genuine choice in 
programming, more competitive and flexible advertising and be able to operate more cost 
effectively’("FM Radio Plan Attacked") . Jackson called on his local contacts to support 4MK’s 
                                                 
38 Wesgo was later bought out by a joint venture of APN News and Media (which owns The Daily Mercury 
newspaper in Mackay) and US-owned media giant Clear Channel International and now trades as The 
Australian Radio Network. 
 
39 It was unlikely that the high-profile media proprietors took any particular interest in their regional 
stations’ programming; however, they did take an active interest in their city-based local stations. A former 
2DAY Program Director who had Mike Willesee and John Laws as directors reported that the two were in 
such frequent contact with her (in relation to music programming) that irritation with having to wait on 
hold for her drove Laws and Willesee to each have separate ‘hotline’ phones installed on her desk: (Mac 
224) 
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bid. The local federal Member for Dawson Ray Braithwaite duly lobbied for 4MK to be granted a 
supplementary FM licence ("MP Makes Radio Waves"). By the end of 1988, there were two 
additional entities preparing bids for the Mackay FM licence, a Melbourne-based company 
named Regional FM Australia Ltd and Tropical FM Pty Ltd, a company that included some 
Mackay shareholders ("Two Groups Vie for FM Licence"). A requirement that the successful 
applicant pay a fee of $990,000 to the Australian Broadcasting Tribunal (ABT) ensured 
applicants had serious intentions and were financially viable. 
 
A year later, in 1989, the Melbourne-based company withdrew its bid and Tropical FM became 
the sole applicant. 4MK continued its campaign, submitting a formal objection to the ABT on the 
grounds that the Mackay business community could not sustain two independent commercial 
radio stations ("FM Radio Applicant Drops Out"). 4MK continued to act as a spoiler, delaying 
planned hearings of the Tropical FM bid by the ABT by lodging an appeal against a related High 
Court judgment and also requesting additional financial information ("FM Radio Hearing 
Delayed"). In January 1992, the ABT announced that Tropical FM had been awarded Mackay’s 
first commercial FM licence more than three years after the company had first applied 
("Commercial FM Licence Awarded"). But soon afterwards 4MK won the day when a Federal 
Court overturned the ABT’s decision to grant a licence to Tropical FM. Mackay Mayor and 
Tropical FM director Greg Williams said he was ‘very disappointed with the decision’ ("Court 
Overturns FM"). After nine years of jockeying, lobbying and several court battles, 4MK had 
retained the exclusive commercial rights to the ears of Mackay. Earlier that year, Mackay had 
received its first FM services courtesy of the ABC as local radio station, 4QA, Radio National 
and ABC FM Stereo, (the fine music station) switched to the FM band ("Radio Choice 
Broadens"). But within two weeks complaints from ABC listeners who could not receive the FM 
signal saw the local station revert to AM broadcasting which had a greater range ("ABC AM 
Radio Wins Reprieve"). 
 
In April 1993, 4MK, having finally won the battle for the coveted commercial FM licence, 
announced the sectioning of its audience. The FM band would be aimed at the under 35s with a 
Top 40 format, and the AM service would adopt an Easy Listening format with extended news 
provision and a morning talkback program. ABA spokeswoman Fiona Hall announced with a 
remarkable lack of irony that: ‘As 4MK is the only commercial service in the area and there is no 
substantial overlap with any other service, the decision to grant the additional FM licence was 
taken quickly’ ("New Station to Rock for Young Crowd"). In 1995, perhaps in part because of the 
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precedent created by 4MK’s case, section 39 of the BSA was amended to allow commercial AM 
stations in sole station markets to take up FM licences for the same area (M. Thompson 26). 
Having been granted the licence, 4MK dragged its heels in actually starting the new FM service. 
HOT FM did not launch until January 1995 ("HOT FM Will Be Mainstream").  
 
By then 4MK and HOT FM had been bought out by Rural Press, who ironically ─ given their 
name and the nature of their business as a major regional (mostly press and magazine) news 
provider ─ closed the station’s local news services ("Station Drops News"). Locals were 
infuriated and immediately started a Save 4MK Local News campaign. Rural Press capitulated a 
few days later announcing a resumption of the local news service ("Radio Has Rethink on News 
Service"). But it was a Pyrrhic victory. The erosion of local programming including news 
services escalated as new commercial services started up in regional towns.  
 
From 1996─1998, an additional fifty-three commercial radio services started in regional areas 
previously serviced by sole stations (ABA, The Commercial Radio Industry 1978-2002). By 
2000, 211 of Australia’s 243 commercial licences were located in regional areas. Most new 
licences were issued in regional and rural markets. Regional Australia had been mostly deprived 
of FM services until the 1992 BSA (FARB Submission, 50). The release of close to 100 new 
mostly FM licences almost doubled the number of commercial radio stations in Australia. The 
proliferation of commercial FM stations (and local commercial television stations under 
aggregation) fragmented audiences, and consequently the pool of advertising revenue available to 
individual stations (FARB Submission 35). In many areas, regional commercial radio sales 
representatives were competing with peers from one established and two new commercial 
television stations as well as their new radio rivals. For example, in Mackay in 1992, the 
estimated audience for station 4MK was close to 80 per cent ("Commercial FM Licence 
Granted"). By the late 1990s, the Mackay audience could choose from three commercial radio 
stations, a new community radio station, ABC local radio, Radio National, ABC Classic FM and 
the ABC’s youth network station, Triple J. Narrowcast special interest services for racing 
information (TAB), youth dance music and tourist information provided additional choices on the 
Mackay citizen’s increasingly crowded dial. Radio services of all types burgeoned in Mackay and 
other regional centres throughout the nation.  
 
By 2000, Australia’s largest commercial radio network was owned by a UK company, the Daily 
Mail Group (DMG). Its subsidiary company DMG Radio (Australia) Pty Ltd operated fifty-nine 
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stations with most located in non-metropolitan areas. In 23 of its regional licence areas, DMG 
owned the sole commercial station. In Mackay DMG bought 4MK FM and HOT FM. The DMG 
Radio Network estimated its total Australian audience reach at 6.75 million (Consolidation of 
DMG Radio into GWR Group Plc). But the high prices being paid for FM stations started to take 
a toll – especially in the regions. When DMG paid $155 million for a new Sydney FM licence in 
2000, Tim Hughes of rival radio network, RG Capital commented: ‘I think if you look at them 
[DMG] at the moment they’re networking during the day and it’s a natural thing when you pay 
these sort of prices you have to do it ... you look at your cost space and get that down as low as 
possible … and localism goes out the window.’(FM Radio Licence Fetches Record Price)  
Regional stations suffered most as production costs were cut substantially in order to cross-
subsidise the high prices being paid for metropolitan licences. 
 
Aggregated industry employment figures show that there was a significant reduction of the staff 
to station ratio following deregulation. As staff replacement is one of the biggest costs in running 
a radio station, it was an obvious area in which to make cuts. In 1990 before deregulation, there 
was an average of thirty employees per station across the nation’s 110 stations. A decade later in 
2000, there were 243 stations and the station staff average had dropped by almost half to just 
seventeen (FARB Submission 28).  
A new contender: SEA FM starts up 
A fourth commercial FM licence for the Mackay region was issued to RG Capital for SEAFM in 
1999. RG Capital was owned by Australian media mogul Reg Grundy. By 2004, the new station’s 
advertising split was 10 per cent national and 90 per cent local. As with the other stations, local 
advertising was the critical revenue driver. While Mackay had a smaller population than RG 
Capital’s other stations in Townsville and Cairns, the hinterland coal mining boom and the 
associated high disposable incomes of those working in or servicing the industry made it highly 
attractive as a consumer market ("Interview Ali Davenport"). The $5 billion expansion of coal 
mining in the Bowen Basin which started in 2003 triggered a huge demand for real estate and 
new housing in Mackay as thousands of new mine workers moved to the region (Johnstone). The 
new station initially aimed at a 25 to 39 age bracket but this was later extended slightly to a 25 to 
44 demographic with an emphasis on male listeners in the workplace or car. Targeting such a 
narrow demographic makes sense when you understand that the 2006 census revealed Mackay to 
have one of the nation’s highest ratios of males to females. In the 25 to 35 age group, there are 
156 males to every 100 females (Salt). SEA FM used a music format that focused on male rock 
hits from the 1980s and 1990s to win audience allegiance. Listener calls were used at the rate of 
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at least two per hour (with more in the peak listening breakfast program) to support station 
branding and to emphasise times when the station was live and local. Most of SEA FM’s 
advertising revenue was sourced from entertainment venues, pubs, clubs, restaurants, and car and 
motorbike retailers ─ businesses interested in the affluent male demographic SEA FM was 
targeting ("Interview Ali Davenport").  
 
SEA FM actively marketed its localism credentials, comparing its local and live status to HOT 
FM which broadcast networked content from its Townsville hub between 10am and 6pm each 
weekday. SEA FM’s newspaper advertising headline read ‘How can it be so hot… when 
nobody’s home?’ The advertisement went on to ask ‘Did you know that HOT-FM is relayed to 
Mackay from Townsville?’ [while] ‘SEA-FM is live in Mackay right across your work day’. The 
advertisement further promised ‘real live announcers’ and proudly proclaimed: ‘This is where we 
live’ ("How Can It Be So Hot"). When SEA FM is live to air, currency of information and 
‘knowing what’s happening around town’ is vital to attracting and retaining audience ("Interview 
Ali Davenport"). News, weather information, traffic and accident reports, the location of radar 
traps and discussions about local events are interspersed with ‘star’ interviews from metropolitan 
centres.  
 
Building an audience for a new station took some time. Surveys showed some initial churn as 
listeners’ trialled the new station and reverted to their normal stations, but eventually SEA FM 
created its own audio community. According to SEA FM manager, Ali Davenport: ‘It takes 
twelve months to build the “celebrity” status of a new announcing team’. By 2004, SEA FM had 
a full-time staff of thirteen, made up of a manager/announcer, three announcers, six sales staff, 
one promotions staffer and two administrative positions. The station broadcast twenty-four hours 
a day seven days a week, and it was live and local from 5.30am until 3pm on weekdays and for 
four hours a day on Saturday and Sunday. SEA FM’s programming from mid-afternoon and 
overnight during the week and for most of the weekend was networked from a RG Capital’s hub 
station at the Gold Coast. All commercial production for SEA FM Mackay was also undertaken at 
the Gold Coast. Nevertheless, virtually overnight the newcomer had become Mackay’s most ‘live 
and local’ commercial station. Rival station 4MK broadcast live from 5am to noon on weekdays 
and for six and five hours respectively on Saturdays and Sundays ("Interview Chris Bonanno").  
 
SEA FM built community credibility by offering $3,000 to $4,000 free airtime each month to 
charitable and sporting groups. The station also built a reciprocal relationship with the local WIN 
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television station, which is part of the Seven Network. The broadcasters cross-promote, with SEA 
FM interviewing Channel Seven stars and personalities in the breakfast program. This kind of 
cross-promotion between commercial radio and television has become commonplace in both 
regional and metropolitan markets.  
Ownership concentration in Mackay radio 
When Macquarie Regional Radioworks (MRR) acquired a number of stations from RG Capital in 
2004, it exceeded the two stations per market limit in five regional centres including Mackay. 
Media commentator Mark Day noted the overall impact of the deal on regional radio audiences:  
 
 Indeed, with Macquarie Media Group owning 86 stations across Australia, with many in 
 two-station duopolies, competition is rare in regional radio. True, local sales teams 
 compete for dollars up and down high streets, but competition for national advertising is 
 limited and satellite networking has replaced many local programming formats (Day).   
 
The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) identified that the MRR buy-
out would substantially reduce competition for radio advertising in Albury, Cairns, Mackay, 
Rockhampton and Townsville. In particular, the ACCC was concerned that the acquisitions 
would result in Macquarie owning 100 per cent of the commercial broadcast radio stations in 
Albury, Rockhampton and Townsville and 75 per cent of the stations in Cairns and Mackay. In 
response, MRR’s owner, the Macquarie Bank, offered to divest itself of one radio station in each 
of Albury, Cairns and Mackay and two radio stations in each of Rockhampton and Townsville. 
ACCC Chairman Graeme Samuel announced that the ACCC was satisfied that this action was 
sufficient to ensure that the proposed acquisition would not breach Section 50 of the Trade 
Practices Act 1974, and agreed to not intervene in the MRR acquisitions of RG Capital Radio and 
DMG Regional Radio by Macquarie Bank Limited ("ACCC Not To Oppose" ).  
In September 2005, Macquarie Regional Radioworks sold 4AA Easy Listening AM in Mackay 
along with the four other regional AM stations nominated for divestment to the former managing 
Director of The Age newspaper, Stuart Simson. However, Simson’s company, Elmie Investments 
Pty Ltd, financed the deal in large part through a loan which was ultimately issued by MRR’s 
owner, the Macquarie Bank. The deal was investigated as a possible breach of media ownership 
and control regulations by the regulator, the Australian Media and Communications Authority 
(ACMA). In addition to the financing issue, links between the Macquarie Bank and Simson’s 
radio holdings were found to include regional stations sourcing Macquarie bank-owned program 
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services, productions and studio facilities and news and national advertising services. Simson sold 
the five regional stations before the investigation was completed. As with the earlier investigation 
into the Skase 1986 sale of 4MK to an allied company, the regulator was not nimble enough to 
keep up with the fast-paced corporate manoeuvres.  
In its investigation, the ACMA found that Macquarie Bank Limited, its subsidiary MRR and their 
directors (and other Macquarie companies and their directors) had breached the Broadcasting 
Services Act 1992 (the BSA) in the period from 5 September 2005 to 8 May 2006 (ACMA 
Publishes Elmie Investigation Report). However, ACMA was unable to prove that any criminal 
offences under the BSA had been committed by the Macquarie companies or their directors. 
ACMA was once again unable to proceed because the effect of section 66 of the BSA is that for a 
breach to also be a criminal offence there must be evidence that the person in breach knew, or 
ought reasonably to have known, that the transaction concerned would place them in breach 
(ACMA Publishes Elmie Investigation Report). This is very difficult to prove. ACMA therefore 
concluded that ‘as the finance documents were amended in May last year and the five Elmie 
licences were sold to various independent parties earlier this year, there was no need for further 
action’ (ACMA Publishes Elmie Investigation Report). Once again, ACMA had been unable to 
impose any fine or limitation on a licensee despite a proven breach of the Act.  
 
In early 2007, Simson sold 4AA in Mackay and 4EL in Cairns to Prime Radio, a subsidiary of 
Prime Television. This reduced the number of commercial radio operators in each region from 
three to two. Mackay and Cairns then each had four commercial radio stations owned by two 
companies. MRR owned two stations in each of Cairns and Mackay and Prime owned two 
stations in each of Cairns and Mackay. The ACCC conducted an informal review of the purchases 
and allowed them to go ahead.  ‘[I]nformation available to the ACCC indicated that the addition 
of AM “talk/classic hits” stations to Prime’s FM music stations in Cairns and Mackay was 
unlikely to enable Prime to unilaterally raise advertising prices or lower product quality in either 
area. Similarly, given their differentiated nature, the removal of the “talk/classic hits” stations as 
independent competitors in Cairns and Mackay was unlikely to facilitate co-ordinated conduct 
between Prime and the other commercial radio operator in both areas, Macquarie Regional 
Radioworks.’ (ACCC, "Prime Television Limited") The ACCC focus was on the potential of 
concentrated radio ownership to increase the cost of advertising rather than the quality of 
programming services for regional audiences.  
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In 2007 in Mackay, Prime Radio Pty Ltd, owned by health care and regional television 
entrepreneur Paul Ramsay, controlled 4MK FM and the AM Easy Listening station 4AA. MMR 
owned HOT FM and SEA FM. 4MK targets a 25─54 age group; HOTFM aims for a younger 
demographic aged between 18 and 34; SEA FM’s target audience is the 25 to 44 age bracket; and 
the Easy Listening AM station attracts the over 50s. The FM stations clearly have some crossover 
in terms of target audience in Mackay. The ownership pattern of commercial radio licences in 
Mackay typifies that of most regional markets. In 2007 ACMA reported that in 85 per cent of 
regional commercial radio licence areas one licensee held two licences. These were usually 
operated as an AM/FM pair (62 per cent) but some were also FM/FM pairs (21 per cent) (ACMA, 
Local Content Levels). The AM/FM pairing entails less audience crossover as they tend to cater 
for different age demographics. The frequent sale of licences, complex webs of ownership, 
increased syndication and network programming and associated significant reduction in live and 
local programming experienced in Mackay have become characteristics of regional commercial 
radio. Each new owner seeks to maximise a return on their initial investment. However, in highly 
competitive regional broadcast markets it is difficult to increase advertising revenue, so cost-
cutting becomes the default mechanism for increasing profits.  
Localism declines 
While metropolitan stations have maintained a degree of live and local programming following 
deregulation, regional stations have not. Reduced advertising revenue for each station meant that 
in turn production costs had to be cut, and commercial regional radio owners did so by 
broadcasting more networked, automated, prerecorded and syndicated content. This content was 
often generated from larger regional hubs or metropolitan stations. Local content, once the 
mainstay of regional commercial radio, declined markedly, and audiences began to complain. A 
survey of commercial radio by the Australian Broadcast Authority (ABA) found that regional 
services broadcast more networked and syndicated content than their metropolitan peers. In 
2000─01 only six per cent of programs in metropolitan stations were networked or syndicated 
content while half of all regional programs were not produced within the local licence area. 
(ABA, Survey of Commercial Radio Program Formats 4)  
 
By 1997, aggrieved local listeners’ protests about the reduction of locally produced content, such 
as news, talk, what’s on and community programs had become an electoral issue (Collingwood,    
"Democracy" 96). In 2001, widespread regional radio audience dissatisfaction resulted in a 
government inquiry into the adequacy of radio services in regional and rural Australia by the 
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House of Representatives Standing Committee on Communications, Transport and the Arts. The 
Inquiry sought to determine whether government intervention was required in relation to the 
quality and quantity of radio services with particular regard to: 
 
• radio’s social benefits and influence in comparison with other media;  
• future trends in regional radio, including employment and career opportunities; 
• the effect on individuals, families and small business in non-metropolitan Australia of 
radio networking, particularly in relation to local news services, sport, community service 
announcements and other forms of local content; and 
• the potential for new technologies such as digital radio to provide more enhanced and 
more localised radio services across the nation . 
 
In a submission to the Regional Radio Inquiry, the managing director of commercial station 4VL 
in Charleville criticised the reduction of local radio services that had followed deregulation. He 
claimed the new ‘conglomerates’ had paid high prices for the stations and then ‘reduced many 
once proud rural stations to mere relay facilities by implementing almost round the clock satellite 
feeds and slashing local staff’ to get a return on their investments (Smart). The industry agreed. 
Commercial radio’s peak industry body, FARB, told the Inquiry that the ‘explosion of services’ 
triggered by deregulation had made it ‘almost impossible for regional commercial stations to 
sustain a totally local broadcasting operation in the “old fashioned” way, i.e. announcers sitting in 
studios whenever the station is on air’ (“FARB Submission”1).  
 
The Inquiry struggled with a myriad of definitions of localism as it applied to radio in regional 
Australia, ultimately developing its own key characteristics based on dozens of interviews around 
Australia and hundreds of submissions.  
 
We suggest local radio is that which: 
 
• provides news and information that is of interest to and specifically about that community 
• provides an outlet for the community to broadcast announcements and for business to 
advertise their wares or services in the case of commercial radio and or through 
sponsorship in the case of community radio 
• provides a forum for the community to hear the voices of its own region and reflects back 
to the community its own identity and in doing so helps shape that identity; and 
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• resides within and is predominantly derived, produced and presented by the local 
community. (Local Voices: An Inquiry into Regional Radio 48)  
 
This definition was to influence the provisions for local program content and local presence that 
would be incorporated into the 2006 Media Ownership Reform Bill. The 2001 Inquiry’s final 
report began with an admission that the BSA had indeed caused: ‘a consolidation of commercial 
radio ownership; a loss of independently owned local stations; an expansion of networks and an 
increase in networked, prerecorded, automated and syndicated programming’.  
 
A survey of commercial radio formats for the period 1999─2001 by the ABA supported this 
view. The survey confirmed that capital city stations produced significantly more local content 
than regional stations.40 Regional commercial radio – once a single, live source of local news and 
information and entertainment for most of the community ─ had changed to multiple station 
provision of mostly networked entertainment for particular demographics of the community. It 
was evident that multiple services had reduced rather than enhance localism (Local Voices 5).  
 
Media ownership reform 
By the turn of the century government’s priority for the ongoing reform of commercial media was 
focused on changing media ownership rules. In 2002 Labor and Democrat Senators claimed 
proposed cross-media ownership legislation would benefit commercial interests at the cost of 
media diversity. In a dissenting report within the 2002 Senate Committee examination of the 
Broadcast Services Amendment (Media Ownership) Bill the Senators claimed that major media 
owners were the biggest proponents of the Bill because they had the most to gain (Broadcasting 
Services Amendment (Media Ownership) Bill 2002: Explanatory Memorandum). In assessing the 
legislation, the Committee defined public interest as a diversity of media ownership and opinion 
and acceptable levels of Australian content. Government representation on the Committee won 
the day and the Committee deemed that public interest was adequately protected in the legislation 
by editorial separation rules, media concentration rules and minimum levels of Australia content 
(40). The Senate Committee also argued that: ‘Larger scale regional media companies would also 
have a greater capability to maintain local content’ (46). This was a furphy, as all evidence 
                                                 
40 In 2005 the ABA was replaced with a new regulatory body, the Australian Communications and Media 
Authority (ACMA).  
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including the 2001 Regional Radio Inquiry showed the opposite to be true. The larger the entity, 
the more likely it was to adopt relayed and syndicated programming from in-house hubs. 
 
In 2003 the ABA imposed additional licence conditions on regional broadcasters. This was an 
acknowledgement of the validity of community complaints about the lack of competition and 
diversity in regional media (Jolly, “Bills Digest”, 8). The conditions were a partial return to the 
days when local content was mandated and evaluated by the regulator. Concerns about the need 
to preserve or even increase local content in regional commercial radio were apparent in the lead-
up to the media reform legislation. The ABA started to investigate new policy tools, such as a 
scheme which would enable commercial television licensees to trade regulatory obligations in 
areas such as Australian content quotas and regional local news/information obligations (Allen 
Consulting Group). Although the ABA stipulated enhanced outcomes for audiences, the focus 
appeared to be on media profitability rather than public interest benefits. The idea was to try to 
achieve an economic benefit through a reduction in the overall costs of compliance for industry. 
This proposal was criticised as likely to reduce diversity in programming and ‘ghetto-ise’ content 
development, particularly for children’s television (Response to Allen Consulting Group Report).  
 
There was no broad public support for the proposed media ownership reforms. Roy Morgan 
Research polls in 2006 found that most Australians did not support the cross-media or foreign 
ownership changes (Opposition to Media Laws). A 2006 survey of journalist members of the 
Media and Entertainment Arts Alliance found that 82 per cent of members believed that the 
media law changes would have a negative impact on the integrity of reporting and 85 per cent 
thought the reforms would reduce diversity (Opposition to Media Laws). In its Regulation Impact 
Statement for the legislation, even government admitted that removal of cross-media ownership 
restrictions could lead to the reduction of local content but argued that local content requirements 
would address this concern (Jolly, Bills Digest 8).  
 
The Communications Law Centre (CLC) claimed that the legislation’s key failing was its 
inability to distinguish differences between media operations in terms of audience reach and 
influence. The single ownership of two media entities with large community audiences obviously 
had a more detrimental effect on local media diversity than the ownership of two smaller media 
outlets. However, the legislation treated all media operations equally regardless of audience size 
or readership. The CLC lobbied for a test that would assess ‘clout’ as part of the cross-media 
merger approval process (Dwyer et al. xxii). The National Party pushed for the inclusion of 
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increased local content provisions and the maintenance of ‘local presence’ for regional 
commercial radio. National Party Senator Barnaby Joyce claimed: ‘People in Toowoomba have 
as much right to getting a diversity of political views and views on issues as the people in 
Sydney, and we’ve got to make sure we look after them.’ (Nationals Flex Muscles on Media 
Ownership) The head of government's communications backbench committee, and former Chair 
of the Regional Radio Inquiry, National Party MP Paul Neville said: ‘People want to see an 
independent and vibrant media in their regional areas. They want to have localism in their 
programming.’ (Nationals Flex)  
 
But they were lone voices in the wilderness who were vastly outnumbered by commercial radio 
industry advocates. Government was lobbied vigorously by Macquarie Regional Radioworks, 
Grant Broadcasters, ACE Radio and others to change its stance. The operators claimed that 
stations in small markets, including some in key National Party electorates, would no longer be 
viable if required to increase local staff numbers to meet the proposed mandated levels of local 
content. After several days of debate, recalcitrant National Party Senator, Barnaby Joyce and 
Family First Senator, Steve Fielding voted with the government to pass the Bills through the 
Senate. After the Bills were passed, Communications Minister Senator Helen Coonan responded 
to intense lobbying from individual commercial radio operators and the commercial radio 
industry body by agreeing to direct ACMA to review the local content provisions (Coonan Backs 
Off). 
 
The 2006 Broadcasting Services Amendment (Media Ownership) Act allowed cross-media 
mergers in radio licence areas where a sufficient diversity of ownership (defined as four groups in 
regional areas and five in metropolitan centres) remained after merger activity. Before the Act 
took effect in 2006, most regional areas ownership averaged six media (newspaper, radio and 
television) owner groups while larger metropolitan centres had up to eleven (Downie and 
Macintosh 8). Indeed, a 2006 comparison of the number of existing media outlets for markets that 
included a daily newspaper, covering some 86 per cent of the Australian population, showed that 
only four places had four or less media outlets. These were Broken Hill (4), Darwin (4), Mt 
Gambier (4) and Mt Isa (3). The remaining cities and towns, which represent around 85 per cent 
of the population, therefore faced a sanctioned decrease in media diversity of ownership as the 
legislation allowed a reduction to a minimum of four owners in regional areas and five in 
metropolitan areas (Jolly, “Bills Digest” 36). It appeared specific commercial interests had 
outweighed public interest.  
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Television, newspapers and radio remain the main news sources for 95 per cent of Australians 
with only 1 per cent relying on alternative media (Downie and Macintosh 1-8).  Free-to-air 
television, radio services and newspapers remain the most important source of news and 
information about national issues for most Australians. A Morgan Poll in December 2005 showed 
that that for coverage of events in Australia, 56 per cent of people used free-to-air TV, 18 per cent 
turned to radio and 11 per cent turned to newspapers (a total of 85 per cent) (Gardiner-Garden 
and Chowns). For political analysis of events in Australia, 41 per cent watched free-to-air 
television, 27 per cent consulted newspapers, and 13 per cent used radio (a total of 81 per cent). 
Those few who did use the internet as a news source went to sites owned by media giants Fairfax 
and News Corporation. According to a 2006 Morgan poll, the next two most-visited sites were 
ninemsn (owned by the Nine television network) and the ABC (Gardiner-Garden and Chowns).  
The internet has a relatively low cost of entry when compared with radio and television which are 
subject to national government licensing and compliance regulations. Radio and TV also require 
significant (comparative) investment in capital equipment to achieve broadcast quality 
programming. However, as the Morgan research showed, internet news sites operated by 
established media networks tend to be those most used by those few Australians who access their 
news via the web. The hoped for diversity of web-based news services has not eventuated. 
Government’s belief that the internet had significantly diversified news sources for Australians 
did not hold up. The survey found that only a very small proportion of the population used the 
internet as a source of news and current affairs and those who did drew on the web resources of 
traditional media. This was even more pronounced for regional Australians, who were less likely 
to use the internet for news (Gardiner-Garden and Chowns). 
Radio’s major players 
Who are the major players in regional commercial radio in 2007? After buying the regional radio 
portfolios of RG Capital Radio and DMG in 2004, the Macquarie Bank through its part-owned 
subsidiary the Macquarie Media Group (MMG) operated Australia’s largest commercial radio 
network, Macquarie Regional Radioworks (MRR). In early 2007, MRR had eighty-seven stations 
in forty-five licence areas across the nation (Macquarie Bank Buys DMG, ; Jolly 35; Macquarie 
Bank to Buy RG Capital). In quite a few markets, such as Mackay and Rockhampton, MMR 
operated two commercial FM stations. The company estimated that it reached 60 per cent of 
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regional Australians, operating thirty stations in Queensland alone (Macquarie Regional 
Radioworks). 
Macquarie was doing well in regional radio. Macquarie Media Group (MMG) Managing Director 
Alex Harvey described the company’s radio business results for 2006─07 as ‘outstanding’ with a 
7.2 per cent revenue increase to $160.1 million. MRR sales grew by 6.3per cent, with growth of 
11.9per cent in national advertising and growth of 4.5per cent on local sales. Local revenue made 
up three-quarters of MRR’s revenue stream. The company decided to further expand its regional 
media empire, buying more regional radio stations and increasing its regional television 
ownership. 
 
Harvey claimed MMG was ‘committed to localism’. ‘Our assets [emphasis added] have a trusted 
relationship and connection to local audiences. Local news and information is a key in that trusted 
relationships between our assets and their communities.’ (sic) (Macquarie Regional Radioworks 
7% Revenue Growth Outstanding: Alex Harvey). His paean to localism was marred by his 
revealing description of radio stations as ‘assets’. The Macquarie Media Group owned 13.8 per 
cent of Southern Cross Broadcasting (SCB) which claimed to reach 94 per cent of the total 
Australian radio audience across its metropolitan and regional stations. An SCB briefing on 
results to December 2006 flagged potential for ‘two significant media mergers in regional 
Australia’ and there was press speculation that Macquarie would soon buy a controlling interest 
in SCB, creating a further concentration of ownership of regional commercial radio in Australia 
(Ricketson; SCB Results 2006). 
 
In mid-2007, MMG offered to acquire Southern Cross Broadcasting (Australia) Ltd. for 
approximately $1.07 billion. The transaction was subject to approval by relevant regulators 
including ACMA, the ACCC, the Foreign Investment Review Board, approval by the court and 
the required majorities of SCB shareholders (Southern Cross Broadcasting: Corporate Profile). In 
late 2007, the transaction was finally approved by all parties and went ahead. In the deal, MMG 
acquired seven metropolitan radio stations, 4BC, 2UE, 3AW, 6PR, Magic 1278, 4BH and 96FM 
in Brisbane, Sydney, Melbourne and Perth, which it then sold to Fairfax Press in a prearranged 
agreement (Fairfax Media Ltd: Profile).  
 
Earlier in 2007, Fairfax Media had acquired eleven regional commercial radio stations among 
other regional press and magazine assets in Australia and New Zealand through a $3 billion 
merger with Rural Press (Fairfax Media 2007 Annual Report). As part of its deal with Fairfax 
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Media, MMG agreed to purchase the regional commercial stations Fairfax had acquired in its 
earlier merger with Rural Press. MMG’s focus was on the acquisition of the Southern Cross 
regional television network and the creation of a regional media empire. Southern Cross provided 
television broadcasts in 80 per cent of the regions already serviced by MMG’s commercial radio 
services. The combined group now called Macquarie Southern Cross-media (MSCM) forms the 
nation’s largest regional media network, giving it access to an audience of 7.5 million or 95 per 
cent of all Australians who live outside mainland state capital cities (Macquarie Media Group and 
Fairfax Media Announce Agreements). While MSCM acknowledged that in some areas it would 
contravene cross-media ownership regulations, it proposed to enter into an agreement with 
ACMA to divest assets which breached requirements (Macquarie Media Group and Fairfax media 
Announce Agreements). 
 
Broadcast Operations Pty Ltd is the next largest regional radio network, with twenty-nine stations 
operating as the Super Radio Network that hubs to 2SM in Sydney (Jolly, Bills Digest, 35). The 
company is owned by commercial radio networking pioneer Bill Caralis. Grant Broadcasters is 
the third largest operator of commercial radio in regional Australia. This private family company 
controls twenty-one commercial licences in twelve markets, eleven of which are regional markets 
("Grant Submission"). Grant Broadcasters is one of the few remaining family-owned commercial 
radio operations.41 
 
With its acquisition of the Southern Cross regional television network, MSCM has achieved 
unparalleled dominance in regional broadcast radio and television. In 80 per cent of its eighty-
seven commercial radio licence areas, it now also operates a local television station as well as 
often operating two radio stations. This level of cross-media ownership concentration means that, 
despite government’s assurances to the contrary, deregulation has delivered less diversity to 
regional Australians.  
Media monitors 
Government charged two corporate watchdogs, ACMA and the Australian Competition and 
Consumer Commission (ACCC), with responsibility for safeguarding the public interest in the  
mergers and acquisitions the followed the 2006 changes to the Act,. They are responsible for 
approving, monitoring and policing media ownership changes. The effectiveness of these bodies 
                                                 
41 The family has a long history in regional radio spanning three generations. Current Director Grant 
Cameron’s grandfather started the radio dynasty in Dubbo and his mother, Janet Cameron, is the only 
woman member of Commercial Radio Australia’s Hall of Fame (CRA website).  
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has yet to be seen but many have misgivings about their ability to champion media diversity 
(Senate Report on the Broadcasting Services Amendment, 50; Jolly,  Bills Digest 17). A 
requirement for the ACCC to investigate proposed cross-media mergers under section 50 of the 
Trade Practices Act 1974 was cited by government as an additional safeguard for regional media 
diversity. Mergers which involve a commercial radio, commercial television and newspaper in 
the same market require approval from the ACCC. However, the ACCC tests focus on normal 
industry market issues and do not include a public interest test relating to media’s unique and 
fundamental role in a democracy (Jolly, Bills Digest 16).  
 
 
In a review of the broadcast regulator’s enforcement power, Professor Ian Ramsay found ACMA 
had severely limited enforcement mechanisms and that commercial television and radio licensees 
routinely took advantage of its inability to impose meaningful penalties (Ramsay). He cited 
multiple examples of commercial radio and television licensees being late with compliance 
reporting and payment of licence fees and recurring instances of breaches of the codes of practice 
and licence conditions.  
ACMA’s enforcement powers under the Broadcasting Services Act were limited to the following:  
• referral of a matter for prosecution to the Commonwealth Director of Public Prosecutions 
for criminal prosecution;  
• issue of a notice to conform;  
• issue of a notice of intention;  
• suspend or cancel a licence issued under the Broadcasting Services Act;  
• impose additional licence conditions on a licence issued under the Broadcasting Services 
Act;  
• issue a notice to cease;  
• issue a notice to provide services in accordance with code; and  
• issue a notice to require a person or licensee to remedy a breach.  
(ACMA Releases Guidelines).  
 
However, in practice many of these remedies were either not available to ACMA because of the 
criminal standards of proof required for prosecution, or they were simply ignored by industry 
because a breach did not impose any meaningful financial or operational consequence for their 
business.  
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Ramsay made a number of recommendations for strengthening ACMA’s enforcement powers. He 
recommended: 
 
• the introduction of enforceable undertakings; 
• an expanded injunctive power;42 
• the introduction of civil penalties; 
• the introduction of infringement notices; and 
• allowing the regulator to order on-air statements of its findings (Ramsay 76).  
 
 
After the development of a Discussion Paper and extensive consultation with industry in February 
2007, ACMA gained additional enforcement powers, including a power to seek injunctions in 
relation to transactions that are prohibited under the Media Diversity provisions of the 
Broadcasting Services Act and to give remedial directions and accept enforceable undertakings. It 
did not gain the power to order on-air statements of its findings.  
From 4 February 2007, ACMA was given additional enforcement powers to:  
• pursue civil penalty orders (via the Federal Court);  
• issue remedial directions in certain circumstances;  
• accept enforceable undertakings in relation to certain matters;  
• seek injunctions to ensure that an unacceptable media diversity situation or an 
unacceptable three way control situation does not arise;  
• seek injunction in circumstances where a person has failed to comply with requirements 
relating to the provision of broadcasting services without a licence; and  
• issue infringement notices for certain contraventions occurring after 4 February 2007 
(ACMA Releases Guidelines).  
In late 2007 it was not clear what changes (if any) would be made by the Rudd Labor government 
in relation to the regulation of broadcast legislation. However, Senator Stephen Conroy, Minister 
for Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, has been a critic of ACMA’s past 
performance. In June 2007 he described the regulator as a ‘doormat’ when it failed to take action 
against 2GB for racial vilification (ACMA-Doormat).  
                                                 
42 An injunction is a court order that orders a party to do or refrain from doing a certain act (or acts) as 
opposed to a money judgment. It offered a faster remedy than a criminal prosecution and was thought to be 
more likely to prevent further breaches of the Act. 
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 This … shows that serial offenders such as Harbour Radio Pty Ltd [2GB owner] can 
 effectively get away with continual breaches of the code. The Australian community can 
 have no confidence that ACMA will stand up to powerful media interests.’(ACMA-
Doormat ) 
It remains to be seen whether Labor’s ascension to the government bench will catalyse a more 
rigorous enforcement regime by ACMA. 
Local presence 
From April 2007, radio licence-holders who were subject to a ‘trigger event’ which consolidated 
cross-media ownership in a particular market had to maintain the existing level of staffing, 
studios and other production facilities. A trigger event was defined by ACMA as the transfer of a 
licence, the formation of a new registered media group or a change in controller of a registered 
media group. ACMA announced that from 2008 commercial radio broadcasters would be 
required to maintain a prescribed minimum level of local ‘presence’, local news and weather 
bulletins, local community service announcements and emergency warnings. Media proprietors 
complained bitterly about the imposition of these proposed local content provisions, which 
proposed to mandate 4.5 hours of live and local broadcasting between 6am and 6pm to include 
12.5 minutes of local news in prime time five days a week, one community service notice per 
week, and five weather bulletins to be broadcast per week in prime time (Broadcasting Services 
Amendment (Media Ownership) Act 2006). In response, the Minister asked the ACMA to review 
the proposed local content conditions and commercial licence-holders and radio industry groups 
lobbied hard for a dilution of the provisions (ACMA, Media Reform).  
 
Commercial Radio Australia’s (CRA) Senior Counsel argued that the ACMA definition of 
‘locally significant’ content was too vague and ill-defined, proposing that it should not 
necessarily be geographically confined information ( CRA, Submission: Investigation Under 
Ministerial Determination). The CRA submission called for an expansion of the definition of 
material of local significance to include:  
 
(i) programs of any kind that are produced locally and broadcast locally; 
(ii) programs produced outside the locality but ‘tailored’ for the locality’; 
(iii) material containing no local references but which is of particular interest or importance 
to persons within the locality. 
 
 185
The final point was somewhat breathtaking in that it encompassed pretty much anything. The 
CRA went on to request that local advertising in locally hosted shows be included in the count 
towards the daily three-hour requirement (CRA, “Submission” 6). Regional broadcast network 
operator Grant Broadcasters claimed that a requirement to maintain staff numbers and physical 
infrastructure conditions following a trigger event was an unreasonable impost on commercial 
radio. They argued that while the regulator recognised that in regional centres local content 
comes from diverse media sources including press, television, the internet and radio, it was only 
radio that was required to comply with staffing and physical infrastructure conditions if a trigger 
event occurred (“Grant Submission”).43 The industry lobbyists were successful in their attempts 
to dilute local programming provisions. Communications Minister Senator Helen Coonan 
announced on 13 September 2007 that she would accept the ACMA’s recommendations (Day).  
 
These included dropping the 4.5 hour daily local programming requirement to three hours, the 
elimination of a requirement for 12.5 minutes of local news per day in the event of a trigger event 
and the adoption of a simplified reporting process. Requirements for ‘small markets’, with a 
population of less than 30,000 were dropped to a mere thirty minutes.44 The new rules also 
allowed the quota to be met across any days of the week rather than from Monday to Friday. 
Saturday sports programs could also be counted towards the total. The timeframe within which 
local programming must be provided was also expanded at the request of industry from 6am to 
6pm in the first instance to 5am to 8pm. In addition, each station had an annual six-week non-
compliance period to allow for announcers’ holidays ─ further diluting local content. It is likely 
that local programming for regional radio will be limited to the lucrative breakfast time slot with 
programming for the remainder of the day fed from networked regional or metropolitan hubs. 
This was effectively the death knell for live and local commercial radio in regional Australia.45 
According to long-term Mackay commercial radio announcer Phil Moir, radio in general has lost 
                                                 
43 Section34A of the Broadcasting Services Act requires commercial television broadcasters in regional 
aggregated markets to broadcast a minimum level of material of local significance.  
 
44 The ACMA review actually recommended small markets be defined as those with a population of less 
than 20,000 but the Minister increased this to 30,000: (Local Content Levels Investigations Report ,5) 
 
45 At the time of the change in provisions, control of commercial broadcasting licences was limited to 
thirty-five individual owners. Including joint ventures, the major regional radio licensees are: Macquarie 
Regional Radioworks (85 licences), Super Radio Network (32), Grant Broadcasters (19), Redwave (9), 
Prime (10), Rural Press/Fairfax Media (9) and ACE Broadcasters (13). 74 per cent of regional markets are 
radio monopolies; all but two of the remainder are duopolies (Regional Radio Local Content Rules 
Relaxed: Minimum 3 Hrs Not 4.5 Hrs Per Day) 
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its links to community through increased use of feeds, and regional areas now only have a small 
window of programs that are live and local. ‘There are also fewer opportunities to develop local 
talent now that live hours are so restricted.’ (“Interview Phil Moir”).  
 
In the same month in late 2007, UK broadcast regulator Ofcom made a very different policy 
decision on localism in commercial radio. Unconvinced by the argument that the market alone 
would provide local content without regulatory intervention, it proposed a minimum amount of 
local radio programming which was more than three times greater than that imposed in Australia. 
Ofcom research had found that listeners perceived radio to be the default medium for delivering 
key local information such as local traffic and travel, weather and news. Furthermore, listeners 
took the view that the quality of information would suffer if it was not made and delivered 
locally. Ofcom Chief Executive, Ed Richards, said: ‘Our research shows that localness is still 
important to listeners and we believe that this should be protected.’ (Ofcom Sets Out) 
Ofcom proposed that: 
  
• all FM local radio stations should provide at least ten hours of locally made programming 
each weekday (including breakfast) and at least four hours on Saturdays and Sundays; 
and 
• outside of locally made programming requirements, stations may broadcast network 
programming for a maximum of three hours a day during weekdays at day time and more 
at weekends (Ofcom Sets Out). 
 
 
In Britain, Ofcom has institutionalised the public broadcasting ethos in its regulation of 
commercial broadcasting (P. Jones). 
 
Media researcher Peter Collingwood mourns the shrinking of commercial radio in Australia as a 
public space for ‘debate, disputation and cultural representation and deliberation’ (Collingwood 
98, "Democracy"). However, he later qualifies this by adding ‘past performance [of commercial 
radio in two of his three study areas] was often criticised severely by both the regulator and the 
listeners, so there is no justification of a romantic view of the past. ‘The record is not all good’ 
(110). Collingwood finds comfort in the advent of regional community radio stations as providers 
of an alternative public forum for issues and debates. But this is doubtful. Community radio 
programming often centres on music genres rather than local issues. Its funding and audience are 
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limited, and its impact as a community influencer or avenue for public debate is questionable. For 
more on community radio’s role in regional communities, see the final chapter. 
 
Commercial regional radio before deregulation was clearly not a site for democratic discussions 
and debates by citizens. Cultural representation and access were limited to civic, church, business 
and political leaders, and preservation of and support for the status quo took precedence over 
contentious issues. For many decades, commercial radio news in regional towns was ‘ripped and 
read’ from the local newspaper rather than providing an alternative view or additional analysis. 
But localism requirements did create a substantial space for civic engagement through community 
news, information and activities which reached some 80 per cent of the community. ‘Public good’ 
community activities and projects were presented as important and valued activities. 
Programming was mostly live, and local and community awareness of civil society activities, 
aspirations and needs was high.   
 
 
The single flagship commercial stations which saw themselves as having the ears of the whole 
community have gone. Regional audiences are now divided by age, gender and musical 
preference. Media regulation in the UK and the USA reflect their contrasting capitalist cultures, 
which is paternalistic in the UK, while the US free-market self-regulatory system reflects that 
nation’s ‘militant individualism’ (Paul Jones 385). Australia and New Zealand have adopted the 
US approach to broadcast media regulation. It is obvious from the Australian, USA and New 
Zealand experiences that market demand alone does not foster localism or a diversity of content 
and opinions.  
 188
 
Chapter 7 The other side of town: The relationship between 
public broadcasting and commercial radio. 
 
A lot of people proclaim to be local and relate to the community but it's only when you 
live in the community, participate in the community events that you are truly part of that 
community.  
ABC Managing Director Russell Balding at the opening of a new ABC local radio studio 
in Nowra in September, 2003 (ABC Proves Commitment to Localism with Opening of 
New Studio). 
 
The previous chapters have provided a detailed examination of the mobilisation of broadcast 
localism in regional commercial radio for more than sixty years, and the detrimental effects of 
deregulation on live and local content. The dismantling of localism regulations in 1992 was based 
on assumptions about the range of print and broadcast media options for local news and 
information that were available to regional Australians. This chapter will test those assumptions 
and examine the effects of deregulation on regional audiences and the broader regional media 
marketplace. The respective contributions of ABC local and community radio services to live and 
local radio services in regional Australia are a key focus. ABC and community radio services in 
Mackay will be used as examples. In this, it addresses a gap in the scholarly work on radio. I will 
argue that with local news provision declining in regional daily newspapers, virtually non-
existent in commercial radio, beyond the capacity of community radio, and limited at best to a 
five-minute bulletin on one of three commercial television channels in each region, ABC local 
radio has emerged as a winner in the localism stakes.  
 
However, localism in public radio does not operate like it did in pre-deregulation commercial 
radio. This is because there are key differences in the structure, culture, goals and nature of public 
and commercial radio services. So far, so obvious ─ but unpicking these differences makes it 
clear that it is not possible to apply a simple binary approach to the examination of localism in 
public and commercial radio services. Widely held assumptions about community radio’s role 
and influence in regional areas are found to be flawed. At the same time, there are some 
interesting similarities between commercial radio and ABC radio. Assumptions about public 
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service radio services will be tested through a focus on local news and information content, as 
these are of particular importance to regional Australians. The chapter details shifts in the 
provision of and preferred sources for local news and information. Through this prism, I define 
broad-ranging patterns in public and commercial radio practices and regional audience 
consumption. Radio is the main focus, and other media such as regional daily newspapers and 
local television will also be included to aid further understanding of deregulation’s effects on the 
production, provision and consumption of local news and information in regional Australia.  
 
Before discussing regional services in detail, I will examine the history of comparisons between 
public and commercial radio systems in the international radio studies field (Hendy; Hilmes; 
Jones; Shingler). Some of the key arguments, assumptions and findings will be reviewed because 
both the British BBC service and American commercial radio systems were key influencers on 
both sectors’ development in Australia. This analysis will provide context for evidence that shows 
that the Australian public and (pre-deregulation) commercial systems do not fit into the neat black 
and white depiction of public and commercial radio that seems to dominate the international radio 
studies field.  
The chapter will then briefly outline the development of community and ABC local radio in 
Australia to provide some understanding of the policy frameworks and cultural assumptions that 
are applied to each sector, especially in relation to localism. The operations of community and 
ABC local radio in Mackay will then be examined. My research here has shown a considerable 
decline in the overall amount of local news and information. It also finds a shift in the preferred 
source of news and information services and audience away from commercial operators such as 
radio and local newspapers to ABC local radio.  
 
As detailed earlier in the thesis, when commercial radio was founded in the 1930s, its role was to 
be local while ABC radio was to focus on national services. This objective played a key role in 
shaping the structure and nature of commercial broadcasting and ABC services in regional 
Australia. It dictated the number and location of commercial licences, the individuals and 
organisations eligible to be licensees, the regulatory system and the very nature of programming 
content. It also influenced programming schedules and formats for ABC local radio services, as 
was made explicit in a 1984 investigation into localism in broadcasting:  
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 [G]overnment policy has usually implied that the ABC should not extensively engage in 
 local programming because it is the traditional role of the commercial sector and because 
 government funds should not be used to duplicate services already provided by others.  
 (DoC, Localism 208 )  
 
The 1992 Broadcasting Services Act shifted the site of localism in regional radio from 
commercial radio to the ABC. In Mackay and many other regional towns, the traditional pre-
deregulation roles of the commercial station and the local ABC have switched. The post-
deregulation regional commercial radio marketplace is characterised by multiple commercial 
stations which offer limited live sessions and rely on syndicated, relayed and sometimes 
prerecorded content formatted to suit generic demographics rather than specific geographic 
community needs. Whereas once the sole commercial station was the most apparently ‘live’ and 
‘local’ service in content and character, this claim now appears to have been ceded to the local 
ABC station. According to many regional Australians, ABC local radio is now their preferred 
source of local news, rating even above the local newspaper (Dwyer et al. xiii).  
 
Public and commercial radio spheres: Empires at odds 
In radio studies, public/community and commercial radio systems are often presented as polar 
opposites in the broadcast world. Public/community radio sits at the benign, beneficial end of the 
spectrum while commercial radio is inherently predatory and ignoble (Fairchild; Scannell; 
Morley). Similarities between the two systems are overlooked, and any benefits of commercial 
radio are ignored in what has become an accepted binary depiction of the two systems. This view 
seems to be particularly Eurocentric. Commercial radio came very late to Europe, and concepts of 
commercial radio were very much based on US practices (van der Haak and van Snippenburg). 
Not that this means that American commercial radio is easily dismissed; it has a rich and complex 
(pre-deregulation) history of regional diversity in programming, particularly in music. In an 
interview American radio scholar Susan Douglas claimed commercial radio played a crucial role 
in shaping young white people’s sympathies for the civil rights movements in the 1950s and the 
1960s:  
 [W]hen jazz did get on the radio, people like Armstrong and Fats Waller and Duke 
 Ellington introduced legions of white listeners, especially young white listeners, to 
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 African American music. Jazz enlivened radio. This little turnstile that radio has provided 
 between white and black culture started with jazz. (Barsamian) 
The European dislike of commercial radio seems to be grafted on to a general distaste for the 
commercialism of North American culture. Commercial radio is equated with US commercial 
radio. This fails to take account of more complex commercial radio systems such as Australia’s, 
which was shaped to meet social policy goals until the mid-1990s.  
 
British radio studies scholar David Hendy describes commercial radio as a ‘medium stripped of 
any real expressive intent’ which ‘contrasts starkly’ with public service radio’s (in this case, the 
BBC’s) more nurturing communication, which educates and informs (Hendy 191). In the UK 
public radio’s educative and cultural improvement role grew out of Victorian ideals concerned 
with encouraging the working poor to adopt the mores and social values of the middle classes. 
This was most clearly manifested in the public spaces of museums and art galleries where a 
certain standard of dress and civil behaviour was expected in return for participation in the 
uplifting educative experience of visiting the gallery or museum (McClellan). Tony Bennett 
describes the Victorian museum as a space for emulation where observing others and being seen 
were as important as the perusal of the objects ( The Birth of a Museum). The BBC was an audio 
extension of this social and cultural policy. According to Paddy Scannell, British public service 
broadcasting was based on ‘three great theological virtues, faith, hope and charity’(Scannell, 
“Love and Communication”). The BBC created an audio model of what was considered culturally 
acceptable and desirable in terms of music, pronunciation, drama and general discourse. 
American radio scholar Michelle Hilmes claims the British disdain for the ‘chaos’ of American 
commercial radio related to a culturally elitist fear of the USA’s more egalitarian system because 
it  ‘dispersed the right to broadcast across far too broad a social spectrum’  (Hilmes, "British 
Quality, American Chaos" 17).  
 
Paddy Scannell posits the differences between the public and commercial radio systems by 
describing the public service broadcasting’s reasons and justifications as ‘ultimately, ethical; they 
are concerned with what we think a good society should be like. They are underpinned by a 
commitment to common goods [and in contrast]-profit is private, and rational choice theory pre-
supposes self interest as its start and end point’ (“Love and Communication” 619). According to 
Scannell, ‘it is difficult to take seriously the actual services provided’ by US commercial radio 
because they are ‘in it for the money’ and are therefore ‘intrinsically manipulative’ (619). He 
 192
creates a binary where broadcasting organisations that are run for profit are automatically ‘bad’ 
and ethically barren while public service-run and community-operated services are automatically 
‘good’ and morally superior.  
 
This notion of commercial radio as a morally bankrupt, grasping and venal provider of worthless 
services discounts its role as a key free-to-air provider of entertainment and information to large 
and presumably contented audiences. After all no one is forced to listen. In the UK commercial 
radio now attracts 60 per cent of the 86 per cent of Britons who listen to radio each week 
(Dickenson). This is despite ready access to what is one of the best national public radio services 
in the world. Scholarly contempt for commercial radio invariably flows over to disdain for its 
audiences ─ after all, who could listen to such rubbish? This binary notion of ‘commercial radio 
= bad’ and ‘public radio = good’ is especially inept when it is applied to Australian broadcasting. 
Here, commercial radio operated within a highly regulated framework shaped by public policy 
goals for more than sixty years. So are the public and commercial systems really so dissimilar? 
 
Hilmes points out that the apparently stark differences between the British centralised state-
owned system and the US private/commercial broadcasting systems mask significant similarities. 
She says the level of state involvement in western broadcasting’s key role in the twentieth century 
was undertaken ‘as a central function of nation building and preservation of the control of 
national elites’ ("British Quality, American Chaos" 26).  
 
 
Hilmes points out that both the public and the commercial radio systems were characterised by 
centralised power and nationalising standards which limited public participation, imposed deeply 
ideological standards and shored up established hierarchies (26). This is a valid point. Each 
system was essentially closed and arguably the BBC, which was metropolitan-based, historically 
provided a much narrower cultural range of programming than US commercial radio. In the USA, 
commercial radio was less centralised and fostered many specialised music genres such as jazz, 
soul, funk, country and western, blues, and diverse discourse styles.  
 
Ironically, despite its putative ‘public good’ motivations, British broadcasting policy which in 
1922 established a single state-run radio service and eschewed commercial services, was 
influenced by press barons. Newspaper moguls feared the entry of new advertising competitors if 
commercial radio went ahead and therefore lobbied successfully against its introduction (Hilmes, 
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“British Quality, American Chaos” 16). Existing print media advertising monopolies were 
therefore protected by the state-only BBC service decision, although it was presented as being 
driven solely by public interest concerns. In the USA and Australia, newspaper owners addressed 
the competition issue of a new market entrant by buying into commercial radio, therefore shaping 
and profiting from the new technology. In Australia, press interests were also protected through 
restrictions on the number of licences issued. In both the USA and Australia, commercial radio 
enabled a geographic spread of radio production. BBC programming for many decades was 
centred on London. National services in the UK were dominated by metropolitan tastes and 
accents (Scannell, A Social History of British Broadcasting), but in the USA and Australia, 
commercial radio stations often reflected their local communities. 
 
In Australia, localism policies ensured that comprehensive public interest responsibilities were to 
an extent shared by the commercial broadcasting sector. Since deregulation, this burden has fallen 
almost exclusively on the ABC. This hiving off of public interest to the ABC has ‘allowed policy-
makers to avoid regulatory measures which might effectively enforce positive free speech 
obligations upon the commercial broadcasters’ (Paul Jones 390). Broadcast localism has 
effectively shifted from commercial to ABC local radio, not through any considered, planned or 
budgeted policy process but as an unintended (although arguably predictable) consequence of the 
deregulation of commercial radio.  
Structural similarities and differences 
Although the ABC and community radio both fall under the ‘public radio service’ descriptor, in 
many ways the ABC actually has more in common with commercial radio than it does with 
community radio. Both the ABC and commercial radio operate under often centralised, complex 
and hierarchical professional and institutional or organisational controls. Their staff members are 
salaried and recruited for their professional, technical or administrative skills. Employees’ 
performances are managed and monitored. Audiences are professionally surveyed in discrete 
geographical areas. Music programming is largely selected from a range of standardised formats, 
and announcer presentation styles tend to be uniform for particular audience demographics. So 
while the announcer styles on the ABC’s youth service, Triple J and ABC Classic FM, or 
commercial radio’s Nova network and AM talkback stations, may vary, they are consistent within 
each particular network service format. Both the ABC and commercial radio services appeal to 
their target audience groups through standardised and consistent programming formulas. 
Commercial radio and the ABC both make use of listener phone-in discussions and interaction to 
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give access to the ‘listener’s’ voice, but this content is positioned, selected and framed differently 
to input from ‘professionals’ or ‘experts’. Both systems have access to, and interact constantly 
and closely with, people who have economic, social, cultural and political power. 
 
However, a broadcast organisation with the sale of advertising as a central goal has a very 
different shape, structure, culture and relationship with audience and community when compared 
with its public broadcast peers. For many decades, commercial radio certainly required a higher 
degree of pace and arguably more technical competency from its announcers. Former long-term 
commercial and ABC radio announcer Heather Mactavish recalls being painstakingly coached by 
an ‘old school’ ABC manager on how to operate the console in the ABC’s regional studio in 
Mackay: 
 
 Having come from commercial radio I was used to constantly running about eight 
parallel  operations, cueing music, commercials and station announcements, taking calls 
and a hundred and one other tasks often while on air. Compared with that, working the 
ABC console was a walk in the park. (“Interview Heather Mactavish”)  
 
Another former commercial radio announcer, Rod Christopher recalls that before the advent of 
cassette (cart) machines he would ‘go through a shift with 40 odd commercial and/or serial discs 
in my lap. The amount of coordination required still amazes me. With four turntables fully loaded 
at any one time, you had to really know where you were going.’ (Mac 88)  The insertion of 
commercials and station identifiers, and a generally faster paced format, imposed a more complex 
programming demand on commercial announcers. Gradually, advances in recording and 
computing technologies made the insertion of commercials and station identifiers a more 
streamlined operation for announcers.  
 
The structure of a pre-network regional commercial radio station was necessarily more complex 
than its ABC local radio counterpart as it required sales staff, promotions staff, and technicians, 
announcing staff, news staff and administrators. At the ABC local station, finance, technical 
support and many other functions were handled centrally. At commercial stations, compliance 
requirements for Australian content, music copyright and the broadcast licence had to be 
managed and reported on locally ( in the past, this was a very onerous requirement). Commercials 
had to be sold, written, produced, voiced, edited, scheduled, tracked, evaluated and invoiced. The 
need to sell advertising mandated a close, knowing and interdependent relationship with local 
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businesses and government enterprises. As mentioned earlier, commercial licensees had to 
demonstrate compliance with localism requirements at regular licence reviews. This requirement 
influenced programming and community access rules. Commercial radio was routinely used for 
public notices by civic, charitable, sporting and church groups. Commercial radio’s ability to sell 
airtime to advertisers hinged on demonstrated specific audience reach. ABC local radio 
traditionally operated in a more removed and aloof manner while commercial radio had a driving 
business imperative to know, understand and connect with its community. Community radio, in 
contrast, purports to be run ‘by the community for the community’. 
 
Community radio, which started much later than commercial and ABC radio in rural Australia, is 
founded and supposedly run on democratic, inclusive and collaborative principles. Each station is 
operated by a stand-alone, community-based not-for-profit organisation and largely (completely 
in most regional stations) run by volunteers. However, research studies and ACMA licence 
reviews have found that community radio management control is often neither participatory nor 
accessible (van Vuuren 24, 2003; Barlow 1999; ACMA Issues Remedial Directions). 
 
 
Community radio’s organisational structures make it vulnerable to takeover by coteries of well- 
meaning volunteers who may nevertheless control programming and participation in non-
democratic ways. As in many volunteer-led organisations, influence often relates to the amount of 
time the volunteer is able to contribute rather than skill, competence or capacity. Community 
radio claims to place the audience or listener in the driver’s seat, but does it? The people who 
generally volunteer to work in community radio may be more representative of community 
diversity than their ABC and commercial radio peers, but they are still a self-selected minority. 
Some 62 per cent are males with almost 70 per cent of volunteers over the age of 40 and 41 per 
cent over the age of 50 (Forde, Meadows and Foxwell 22-23).  
 
In her study of regional community radio, van Vuuren emphasises that the stations are 
‘community [rather than media] organisations controlled and operated by volunteers with little or 
no accredited media training or experience’ (“Community Participation” 174). Community 
radio’s dependence on volunteers presents significant management challenges to the sector in 
terms of stability, continuity, capacity and reliability of services. Some two-thirds of community 
radio licences are located in rural and regional Australia (Forde, Meadows and Foxwell 5). Yet 
characterisation of the community radio sector often blurs the significant differences between 
 196
metropolitan and regional stations. Commentators fail to perceive the variation of services in 
regional centres as they reflect different social, cultural and economic conditions. The majority of 
the nation’s generalist community radio stations are located in regional Australia, and their 
programming practices and policies are usually quite different from those of metropolitan stations 
(van Vuuren, “Community Participation” 125).  
 
ABC Local Radio: The back story 
When the ABC started broadcasting in 1932, it operated four regional stations in Rockhampton, 
Newcastle, Crystal Brook and Corowa in addition to eight metropolitan stations ("ABC 
Submission" 2000). The ABC’s regional station locations were not the result of strategic planning 
but rather government’s acquisition of former A class licences for the new network (Griffen-
Foley, “Birth of a Hybrid”). Under earlier broadcasting regulations these licences were funded 
through listener fees while B class licences were funded through paid advertising. Listener fees 
would continue to be a key revenue source for ABC radio for decades. By the 1940s, the ABC 
was reaching virtually all young Australians through its broadcast education programs for 
schools. So most young Australians were exposed to the ABC at school if not at home. These 
programs were incorporated into the syllabus and broadcast into classrooms. In 1940, ABC 
programs were broadcast to 470 schools in Queensland and 383 in New South Wales alone 
("School Broadcast").  
 
There is no doubt that the co-presence of public service and commercial radio influenced ABC 
programming. A report on Australian radio in the 1950s claimed the presence of commercial 
radio had had an insidious effect on the ABC. ABC programming was compared with that of the 
BBC, which did not have commercial radio rivals. The ABC was described as being 
comparatively timid and wary of providing intellectually challenging programming, particularly 
in the areas of poetry, philosophy, history, politics and the arts (B.Miller). According to the 
report, ABC management saw these areas as a ‘kiss of death’ that would both alienate its already 
small audience and upset its government funding provider (B.Miller 7). The ABC’s first annual 
report did admit that ‘Enlightenment must come through entertainment’ and therefore 
programming would include a ‘mix of popular and highbrow material’ (Moran 51-3, "ABC radio 
networking and programming"). ‘Popular’ here was obviously equated with lowbrow culture. 
Despite Miller’s criticism of the ABC’s lack of highbrow programming, like the BBC the ABC 
was used as a cultural apparatus of the nation with an active commitment to the project of 
unifying and uplifting the general population. This goal has not receded ─ indeed, it could be 
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argued that it is now pursued with even more vigour and capacity, given the service network 
reach and geographic spread of the ABC. For the ABC, ‘nation-building’ has been a continuing 
core policy goal from its start to the present (Burns 42).  
 
For many decades, the discourse of the ABC was distinct from the less formal approach of 
commercial radio. ABC announcing styles were modelled on those of the class-conscious BBC 
which avoided county or lower class accents. In 1940 a regional politician, the State Member for 
Warrego Randolph Bedford, vehemently objected to ABC radio announcers’ plummy vowels. He 
coined the term ‘announcerese’ to describe the ‘affected pronunciation used by [ABC] radio 
announcers’. He further accused the ABC of privileging all things British by ‘presenting to us all 
the frauds of the Old World’ citing a visit by British conductor Sir Thomas Beecham as an 
example. Beecham ‘took good Australian money, had good Australian hospitality, and was paid 
large sums for insulting Australians’. The conductor had been reported as saying of Australia that 
‘he did not know a country so supremely unconscious of its mental backwardness’ ("M.L.A. 
Critical of Imported Radio Artists"). ABC services were dominated by urban interests and mostly 
broadcast to metropolitan audiences.  
 
It was not until after World War II that the ABC developed special programming to meet the 
needs of rural Australians, starting The Country Hour in December 1945. However, programming 
was aimed at the sectional interests of farmers rather than the broader news and information 
interests of  rural communities.  Program director John Douglass sought staff ‘with Australian dirt 
in their fingernails and their voices’, in many ways paving the way for the Australian accent on 
ABC radio (Inglis and Brazier 153). The Commission then articulated a goal of providing 
regional and rural Australians with the same choice of programs as was offered by two ABC 
networks in capital cities. But it was to be another forty to fifty years before this goal was realised 
("ABC Submission" 2000 7). In the early 1950s, rural ‘extension’ officers were appointed to a 
few rural areas to do local interviews and reports. This concept was based on local radio farm 
improvement programs Douglass had heard in the United States (Inglis and Brazier 154). The 
appointments were so popular that rural extension officers were appointed to major country areas 
throughout the nation (About ABC Rural). In their book on the early development of the ABC to 
1983, Inglis and Brazier describe the pattern of development of ABC regional radio stations. 
These started as a one-man operations, then added a journalist, a man from the Rural Department, 
an announcer and a part-time sporting assistant:  
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 Between them this staff put out two news bulletins a day, three sporting sessions a week 
 and occasional descriptions, a weekly talk magazine, a fortnightly quarter-hour musical 
 recital, some recorded music, and the country breakfast session. (Inglis and Brazier 155) 
 
For the rest of the time, the rural listeners heard relay programs from ABC metropolitan stations. 
Local content and audience reach by ABC radio was limited until the late 1970s.  
 
In the period from 1978 to 1983, an unprecedented major upgrade and expansion of ABC Local 
Radio services doubled local programming content   (DoC, Localism 84). This was further 
expanded in 1986 when the Labor government undertook the largest capital broadcasting project 
in ABC history, the Second Regional Radio Network (SRRN). This was aimed at fulfilling the 
goal first articulated in 1946 that all Australians should have access to the same ABC radio 
services. Regional and rural Australians were to be provided with separate national services in 
addition to their regional ABC service through the installation of an additional 332 transmitters. 
The project also entailed the building of twenty new studios in new regional locations, eighteen 
new studios and upgrades of studios in existing regional centres, the employment of an additional 
100 staff for regional and rural services and the enhancement and increased localisation of 
existing regional services (“ABC Submission”8).   
 
 
ABC radio became a key provider of local, state and national news and information as well as 
rural, specialist music and cultural programming. The expansion extended audience reach for 
ABC radio services by 30 per cent. Before the SRRN project the ABC had twenty-eight local 
ABC radio services and seventy transmitters. By 2000 it operated forty-eight regional radio 
stations, 283 transmitters, three national radio networks (Radio National, Classic FM and Triple 
J), fifty specialist rural reporters and related online services. By then the budget for local ABC 
radio services constituted more than half of the ABC radio services budget (“ABC Submission”). 
The ABC also changed the normal metropolitan to regional programming hierarchy by 
introducing region-to-region programming. The ABC networked talk and music programs 
produced in Townsville and Albany which were relayed to regional audiences throughout the 
nation (“ABC Submission”9-15).  
 
In the late 1990s, the ABC adopted a policy of increasing the coverage of rural issues for urban 
audiences, so rural programs were not just developed in rural Australia for rural Australians. 
 199
Increasingly those programs were also broadcast to metropolitan Australians. Coverage of 
regional music and arts festivals such as the Gympie Muster, Woodford Folk Festival, Byron Bay 
Writers’ Festival, Byron Bay Blues Festival and the Port Fairy Folk Festival was also played to 
urban audiences. In 2000 the ABC launched an initiative to transform regional radio stations into 
multimedia production centres. This saw the creation of a content-rich website on rural and 
regional issues called The Backyard which provides regional Australians with an alternative 
access point for local news and information. Web access was an important component of the 
ABC’s rollout of increased local services (Burns). Each regional ABC station developed its own 
website, and eventually these were linked to the broadcaster’s regional radio gateway, The 
Backyard. The sites include current and archived local news stories and local program 
information, and invite listener comments on programs and local issues. 
 
The implementation of ABC Online repositioned the organisation as a decentred content producer 
across the three platforms of television, radio and online. Regional radio stations were re-
imagined as cross-media content production centres despite the fact that broadband was not yet 
available in the bush (Burns 356). By 2007, the ABC had fifty-one regional radio stations and 
played an increasingly important role in regional news provision and analysis.  
 
The expansion of ABC local radio coincided with the increase in the number of commercial radio 
stations and the start of community radio in regional markets. Within a short time, many areas 
went from having one commercial radio station and one ABC radio service to having two or three 
commercial radio stations, a community radio station, a local ABC radio service and three 
national ABC services. As commercial radio was decreasing overheads by cutting back on local 
content, ABC Radio was shrewdly bidding for funding to enable an increased commitment to 
local services, with a view to future broadband potential. The Director of ABC Radio, Sue 
Howard, told the Parliamentary Regional Radio Inquiry Committee that if the bid was 
‘successful, additional funding would be provided for extended services for regional and rural 
Australia through television, new media and better-supported radio programs and content’ for the 
ABC’s regional radio network (No Cuts to Regional Radio).  
The bid was successful, no doubt helped by the Regional Radio Inquiry’s finding that locally 
produced and voiced commercial radio services had indeed diminished. ABC Radio substantially 
increased its regional program content across Australia and launched two new regional stations in 
Ballarat and the Great Southern region of Western Australia. It also recruited fifty new program 
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makers across thirty-two stations. It was estimated that ABC radio would provide more than 
10,000 hours a year of local radio programming. Sue Howard said: “The rollout of these new 
positions will provide the Local Radio network with an additional 15 radio shifts, dramatically 
reducing the current level of syndicated material.’ (ABC Radio Announces Major Expansion in 
Regional Australia). For Queensland, this meant:  
• eleven new program makers based at Cairns, Townsville, Toowoomba, Mackay, 
Bundaberg, Longreach and Mt Isa; and  
• three new program shifts based at Cairns, Townsville and Toowoomba. 
 
A Regional Production Fund was also established to commission radio and online content from 
regionally based media producers and content providers. The ABC was making a major 
investment in meeting the news and information needs of regional Australians. The government 
had made many millions of dollars from the sale of FM licences around the nation, and decreased 
the cost of regulatory oversight so it could afford to increase ABC funding. In late 2001, the 
Acting MD, Russell Balding, claimed the ABC was replacing services ‘recently vacated by 
commercial broadcasters. At a time when the commercial broadcasting sector is withdrawing 
from the regions, the ABC is expanding its service’ (ABC Could Fill Regional TV News Void).  
 
The ABC expansion has not wholly compensated for the reduction of local radio and commercial 
television news and information services and increased use of national and international news in 
local newspapers for regional Australians (Dwyer et al.). Commercial services often had a 
broader definition of what constituted local news and information than the ABC. The reduction in 
commercial local news production has also created a ‘blind spot’ for regional news in the wider 
state and national news arenas, and limited the amount of news that is available to particular 
geographic audiences (Tannock). According to a 2005 Morgan poll, 48 per cent of Australians 
say that television is their main source of information, 22 per cent use newspapers, 19 per cent 
radio and 8 per cent the internet (State of the News Print Media Report 2006). However, this poll 
does not distinguish between local, state, national and international news and it does not reveal 
the key providers of local news for regional Australians. The history of ABC Local Radio in 
Mackay provides insights to the ABC’s evolving role in the regional media marketplace.  
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ABC in Mackay  
Mackay listeners did not hear ABC radio services until 1951 when a transmitter relayed ABC 
radio programs from Rockhampton, which was then a five-to six-hour drive south. At an official 
ceremony to launch the new ABC service, local politician Senator Ian Wood extolled the virtues 
of 4MK’s commercial service, ‘which had been the mainstay of broadcasting’ in Mackay for 
twenty years (Sanderson 73). Local ABC broadcasting started in June 1955 with the opening of 
4QA in Mackay (Mellick) . However, the new station’s live broadcasting hours were limited and 
4MK continued its broadcasting dominance. In the early 1960s, there was some debate in the 
ABC about the use of local musicians in regional radio. Mackay ABC manager Michael Mellick 
had concerns about local musicians’ and vocalists’ ability to meet the standard required by the 
ABC. Other regional managers were keen to encourage ‘the tremendous amount of interest in all 
regionals about their own music making’("Minutes of ABC Representatives Conference- 
Queensland 1962"). Eventually it was agreed that local musicians would be auditioned and if the 
ABC’s Queensland Music Supervisor thought they were adequate they might even be played on 
the state network (“Minutes of ABC Representatives Conference”.  
 
The ABC played a broader role in regional Australia’s cultural life as a coordinator and promoter 
of live performances in addition to its broadcast service role. A request to perform radio plays on 
ABC radio by local theatre groups did not, however, find favour with the ABC’s Queensland 
Director of Drama. He thought regional centres were adequately serviced by the ABC’s annual 
drama tour which used local actors. The annual ABC drama tour developed a radio play utilising 
a combination of touring professional and local amateur actors in regional centres. The play was 
then broadcast to a local audience (The Queensland  Story Regional Magazine - Mackay). This 
kind of co-production between visiting professionals and regional amateurs was very innovative. 
It replaced the concept of a top-down approach in which the rural audiences were passive 
recipients of touring metropolitan cultural performances with an interactive process that gave 
locals actors a chance to work with and learn from theatre professionals. The ABC’s Subscription 
Concert tours were also promoted by ABC Local Radio. These included performances by 
classical musicians as well as ‘cultural’ performances of song, dance and music by international 
performing groups.  
 
Scripts from a 4QA magazine-style local program series in the 1960s in Mackay show that the 
ABC, like commercial radio, was actively involved in local economic development projects such 
as support for the burgeoning tourist industry. ‘Today settlements like Brampton, Palm Bay, 
 202
Happy Bay, South Molle, Lindeman and Hayman support thousands of people and make a 
significant contribution to the economy of Queensland through their thriving tourist industry’ 
(The Queensland Story). The ABC staged special concerts in the 1960s to coincide with the 
annual Mackay Tourist Festival and provided well-known ABC radio personalities such as Russ 
Tyson to compere the formalities at the festival launch. 4QA was not averse to parochialism, 
applauding the purchase of Brampton Island which had been ‘owned and controlled by a 
Southern firm’ by local tourism entrepreneur Captain T.G. McLean. ‘The main trend of public 
opinion seemed to be satisfaction at the knowledge that the island had “come home” as it were’ 
(The Queensland Story). The ABC also reinforced the importance of the established sugar 
industry reminding its Mackay listeners, that ‘90 of every 100 jobs in the district were directly 
linked to cane and mills’ (Background Information: Royal Tour 1954).  
 
By the 1970s, the station was staffed by a full-time manager, two full-time local news journalists, 
a full-time rural reporter, a part-time sports commentator, two part-time announcers and two full-
time administrative staff. It was live to air for three and a half hours in the morning on weekdays 
from 6am to 8.30am before taking relay programming from another regional station or from 
Brisbane. At lunchtime, two local news bulletins were broadcast live followed by a rural report. 
An evening local news service was also broadcast live before the 7pm state and national news 
services. On Saturdays, a local program covered local sporting events. In addition, the station 
would occasionally undertake outside broadcasts from the agricultural show and major 
community festivals and events. In the mid-to late 1970s, weekday programming was extended to 
include a 2pm to 7pm live session which included an arts segment featuring interviews with 
visiting or local performers (“Interview Heather Mactavish). The station moved to purpose-built 
premises in the mid-1970s. The new offices included a very large and lavishly appointed studio 
which included a grand piano.  According to former ABC announcer Heather Mactavish: ‘When 
Johnny Farnham visited for an interview he whistled, and said it was the most glamorous studio 
he had seen. And he had seen a lot of radio studios.’  (“Interview Heather Mactavish”) 
 
The ABC programming schedule remained virtually unchanged in the 1980s, broadcasting live 
from 5.30am to 8am on weekdays with additional live reads of the local news bulletin at 
lunchtime and before the evening news. The rural reporter’s programs were broadcast more 
broadly ─ sometimes on a state or nationwide basis ("Interview John Pickup"). According to the 
former ABC regional manager for ABC local radio, John Pickup, the ABC and 4MK had an 
‘amicable relationship’ with the ABC sometimes borrowing music from the commercial station’s 
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more extensive library. In the 1990s, Pickup would be pivotal in the establishment of Mackay’s 
first community radio station which benefited significantly from his expertise.  
Community Radio in Mackay: Background  
 
Community radio in Australia is characterised by its regional broadcasters, which far outnumber 
those in metropolitan centres . Regional community radio services are quite distinct from those in 
metropolitan Australia in terms of financial health, organisational capacity, programming content 
and ability to mobilise volunteers. Yet there is a tendency for generalisations to be applied to the 
role of community radio which collapse differences between community radio services in urban 
and rural Australia. Indeed, urban examples are often used as the standard. In Community Media 
Matters, the authors ‘conceptualise community media workers as involved in a form of 
participatory democracy and active citizenship’ (Meadows et al.). This is a somewhat idealistic 
description when applied to generalist regional community radio stations, which often offer little 
more than special interest music programming. 
 
Community broadcasting was pioneered in metropolitan Australia in the mid-1970s. The key 
goals of early broadcasters were: 
• to make broadcasting accessible to individuals and sections of the community 
seeking access, particularly those who did not obtain access to other media;  
• to expand meaningful programming choice to satisfy a wide diversity of needs and 
interests of listeners, whether numerous or not; and  
• to enable community organisations to own, operate and control their own 
independent      broadcasting services, thereby diversifying control of the media 
(Meadows et al.). 
 
By the late 1970s, government had issued some twenty-four licences and the stations were 
divided into three categories. These were community, educational (usually university-based 
services) and special-interest services which catered for specific ethnic communities, musical 
genres, sporting or religious interests. Community stations were to provide a community service 
within a defined geographical area, and to enable the participation of community groups and 
interests in that area.46  
 
                                                 
46 The educational category was later reclassified under the ‘special-interest’ category. 
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By 2007 there were more than 360 community broadcasters in Australia, making it the nation’s 
largest radio sector (Meadows et al. 4). Almost 300 of those services are in regional Australia, 
which means that community radio sector, like commercial radio, is characterised by its regional 
stations (Local Content on Regional Radio? Look to Community Broadcasters!, CBAA, ). These 
are frequently run solely by volunteers with very limited funding. Community radio in general 
relies heavily on volunteers, but this particularly applies to regional community stations which 
usually have little or no capacity to pay staff. The organisations often have governance problems, 
administrative challenges, programming conflicts, and difficulties related to the management and 
retention of volunteers (Radio Operations Investigations, ACMA, ). Audience research is usually 
non-existent beyond a database of subscribers. Community radio stations are therefore unable to 
quantify their audience reach. 
 
Most regional community radio stations are not able to provide a local news bulletins. At best, 
they broadcast a national radio news service which is produced in Bathurst, New South Wales 
under the auspices of Charles Sturt University. This service is relayed to 90 subscriber stations 
via the Community Radio Network satellite (CBAA News Service). Meadows et al. argue that 
the provision of local information and news is an integral part of the discourse of community 
radio despite a lack of formal local news bulletins (Community Media Matters). According to van 
Vuuren, the value of the community radio sector in regional Australia lies less in its ability to 
broadcast alternative news and views (regional programming tends to be more conservative than 
that of its metropolitan peers) but more in its ability to set up procedures to determine who is 
included and excluded in organisational decision-making ("The Trouble with Community Radio 
Research" 12). This is at odds with the criteria applied by ACMA when evaluating the merits of 
granting or renewing community radio licences. ACMA clearly focuses on service provision, 
demonstrated community involvement and a pragmatic businesslike evaluation of organisational 
capacity. 
 
Regional community radio stations have a limited ability to contribute to regional news and 
information services. Many operations falter in the face of a myriad of issues such as internal 
conflicts over program quality, volunteer recruitment, volunteer training and retention, funding 
and compliance with ACMA regulations (van Vuuren, "Community Participation" ). Delivering a 
live and local broadcasting service for some fifteen or so hours a day, seven days a week, while 
also complying with performing rights reporting obligations and all the other administrative 
requirements entailed, is an onerous task for a volunteer-run organisation. In 2005─2007 a 
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number of community radio stations experienced compliance failures, financial hardship or 
internal squabbles.  
 
For example, in 2005 station 8CCC in Alice Springs experienced internal management problems 
(Residents Back Community Radio Station). Broken Hill’s 2DRY FM’s severe funding shortfalls 
threatened to close the station in 2006 (Radio Station Faces Uncertain Future). 2RBR Coraki was 
criticised in 2007 by the ACMA in relation to the factual nature of its programming content and a 
lack of members in its licence area (ACMA Reviews Community Radio Station Licence) . In 
June 2007, Cobar’s 2HOTFM was advised by ACMA that its licence would not be renewed 
unless local content increased (Cobar Community Radio Station Future up in Air). In 2007, 
ACMA found Young’s community broadcaster 2YYY had breached license conditions by failing 
to encourage community participation and exceeding sponsorship limits within specified 
timeframes. The investigation was prompted by a complaint ‘that the station was being run by 
one person for one person’(Uncertainty over 2YYY Licence Renewal) .  
 
Community broadcasters promote their long ‘live and local’ hours of broadcast as a key feature, 
but their programming frequently reflects the individual interests of presenters rather than broader 
community interests. Community radio announcers tend to ‘own’ their programs. The opportunity 
to go on air and share a particular musical, religious or sporting passion is often the key priority 
for the volunteers who make programming decisions. Because of its systemic funding and 
staffing challenges, community radio in regional Australia is not well positioned to provide 
quality local news and information services. This is demonstrated in the Mackay example. 
4CR-FM goes live 
In Mackay, a public meeting was called in 1991 to gauge community support for the development 
of a submission for a community radio licence. A Steering Committee was formed which 
included representatives from the local country music association, the National Trust, service 
clubs, the University College of Central Queensland, TAFE, Mackay Conservatorium of Music, 
charity groups and interested individuals. The committee said it would need to raise $100,000 to 
get the station on air ("FM Radio Set for Air Waves by 1993"). The group struggled to raise the 
required funds and by early 1993 the group’s coffers held only $15,000 which had been received 
as grant funding ("Community FM Group Seeks Cash to Get on Air"). A local council agreed to 
provide a further $10,000 and another $10,000 was pledged by individuals. At that stage, the 
ABA granted the licence despite the parlous state of the committee’s finances. Impetus picked up 
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when newly retired ABC local station manager John Pickup took on the role as Chair of the 
Steering Committee ("Community FM to Entertain City"). 
 
John Pickup was an old radio hand with many decades of experience in broadcasting, starting in 
1948. By December 1993, the new 4CR-FM station had started test transmissions from a city 
studio obtained for a peppercorn rent. By this stage, Pickup was the station manager. He 
proclaimed the start of 4CRM was an historically significant event because it was the first time in 
forty-two years that a transmitter serving a new local radio station had been switched on in 
Mackay ("New Station Takes to the Air Waves"). The station planned to provide a full spectrum 
of programs from the BBC World Service to local multicultural programs and specialist music 
programs covering everything from classical to heavy metal. 
 
 4CRM broadcast twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week utilising a midnight to dawn feed 
from the Community Broadcasting Association in Sydney, but live and local the rest of the time. 
Broadcasting live for up to eighteen hours a day every day of the week required an army of 
volunteer announcers. Pickup personally trained a cohort of sixty initial volunteer announcers in 
back-to-back training sessions. None had any previous experience but some would go on to work 
at the ABC, in commercial radio and in community radio in metropolitan centres ("Interview 
John Pickup").  
 
Programs started with an upbeat breakfast program which was followed by a morning interview 
or discussion on a topical issue. Initially, a classical music program was scheduled for broadcast 
at lunchtime, but this was withdrawn as it was not popular with listeners. The station started a 
subscriber program and also sought funding from station sponsors in return for sponsor 
announcements. There were no local news bulletins; the station took a national news service on 
relay from the Community Broadcasting Association. The 4CRM schedule included a program 
for Indigenous listeners called Murri Time, a religious program, specialist music programs for 
German, Australian, Jazz, folk, blues, country, classical and Latino music. John Pickup said the 
‘station survived on the smell of an oily rag’. Triple J had just started broadcasting into Mackay 
when 4CRM started and 4MK had recently started its FM station. According to Pickup: ‘We 
could not compete with Triple J for a youth audience so we catered for an older demographic and 
looked for other audience gaps.’ (“Interview John Pickup”)  
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Like most generalist non-metropolitan stations, 4CRM is chronically under funded. In 2007, 
music still completely dominated the schedule with only three weekly talk/information shows, a 
Christian program and one Saturday morning sports program. News bulletins ─ even via a feed 
from Sydney ─ had, however, disappeared from the lineup (4CRM Program Schedule). This 
service may have been dropped because of a lack of funds. The station received some grant 
funding from the Community Broadcast Association and the Mackay City Council. It also 
generated 25 per cent of its funding through sponsorship from local businesses and subscriber 
fees. In 2007, 4CRM had a pool of forty volunteer announcers broadcasting live from 6am until 
midnight seven days of the week. Only one staff member was remunerated in the form of sales 
commission on sponsorship obtained. Volunteer station manager Alan Berry said ‘We operate on 
a shoe string.’("Interview Alan Berry") While the station has a loyal core of volunteers, it also has 
a high turnover of volunteers: ‘we are always training new people’. But who is listening? 
 
National community radio listener surveys appear to overstate audience reach in regional areas. 
The ACNeilsen survey for Mackay undertaken in 2000 found only a 3.3 per cent audience share 
for community radio (DMG Submission Radio Industry Inquiry: Appendix 3). The 2004 McNair 
Ingenuity Survey of community radio audiences, which surveyed 804 people aged over fifteen 
across Queensland, did not provide a breakdown of data on specific regional areas. However, the 
survey showed that people aged over fifty-five were most likely to listen to community radio and 
that one in four, or 25 per cent, of the survey respondents tuned into community radio at least 
once a week (Community Radio National Listener Survey). The more recent 2006 McNair 
Ingenuity community radio survey showed a generic 24 per cent audience share for community 
radio in non-metropolitan Queensland. The community radio survey was based on a sample of 
1,669 respondents from outside the Brisbane area and did not reflect specific locations (McNair, 
Survey Queensland Non-Metropolitan ). The survey also found that many regional listeners were 
not only tuning in to community radio; 72 per cent also listened to commercial radio. The McNair 
survey found a substantially larger audience for community radio than the earlier ACNeilsen 
survey in Mackay, which only found a 3.3 per cent audience share. This may show that there is a 
significant variation in community radio audience ratings in different regions. 4CRM has never 
surveyed its listeners. Berry’s understanding of the audience profile is based on listener 
interaction by phone and anecdotal evidence. He said that many of the callers were male and in a 
25─50 age group (“Interview Alan Berry”).  
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In regional areas, community radio may be live and local but its audience reach is questionable 
and its ability to provide local news and information services is limited. It is a mistake to 
automatically equate community radio’s live and local programming with the broadcasting of 
matters of ‘local significance’. A jazz music program of national and international recordings 
broadcast from a local radio station is not necessarily locally significant. The Communication 
Law Centre’s (CLC) argument for a consideration of media ‘clout’, as outlined in the previous 
chapter in relation to the 2006 commercial cross-media ownership reform, can be applied to the 
consideration of localism in public radio services.  The CLC claimed that the 2006 legislation’s 
failure to consider ‘clout’ in the form of each commercial media operation’s particular audience 
reach and influence was a key flaw in the cross-media merger approval process. It is equally 
important to not overstate regional community radio’s ‘clout’ as a meaningful contributor to 
broadcast localism. 
 
There are some broad distinctions between the listening habits of regional and metropolitan 
Australians which are relevant as context to the argument that ABC Local Radio has become the 
central site for broadcast localism in regional Australia. A closer examination of audience share 
between public and commercial radio services in Mackay then provides an example of a distinct 
shift in listening patterns that has occurred in regional Australia since deregulation. Broadcast 
reforms have resulted in centralised programming practices, a loss of local and live programming 
and a concentration of regional media ownership. It is apparent that local content remains 
important to regional listeners, and that they will change the habits of a lifetime to seek out 
meaningful local content. 
 
Shifts in listening habits 
Regional and metropolitan audiences have different listening preferences for commercial, 
community and ABC radio services. A 2000 ACNeilsen survey found that rural and regional 
commercial listeners outpoll metropolitan audiences in the breakfast timeslot, are on a par during 
the day and decline significantly in the evening compared with their urban counterparts (DMG 
Submission Radio Industry Inquiry: Appendix 3). This means that the breakfast program is the 
most important timeslot for radio services in the bush. The higher metropolitan audience share in 
the afternoon probably relates to relatively long commuting times for city dwellers caught in 
peak-hour traffic.  
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The ACNeilsen survey also found that rural and regional audience preference for commercial 
radio over community and ABC/national radio was overwhelming, with close to 70 per cent 
preferring commercial stations to community or ABC radio (“DMG Submission: Appendix 3”). 
The survey is consistent with the Queensland non-metropolitan section of a 2006 McNair 
Ingenuity survey of community radio listeners which found that 72 per cent of respondents also 
listened to commercial radio (McNair, Survey Queensland Non-Metropolitan). However the AC 
Neilsen survey only asked listeners about their listening habits for national ABC networks, 
ignoring the ABC local radio service audience. As will be demonstrated, this was a major 
oversight as ABC Local Radio services have developed significant audience shares.  
 
In 2000, DMG commissioned ACNeilsen to survey of half of its regional and rural markets which 
then totalled fifty-seven stations in non-metropolitan Australia. In Mackay, the survey found that 
the two DMG-owned stations, 4MK and Hot FM had an aggregated 45.9 per cent of the audience 
(“DMG Submission: Appendix 3”). The third commercial station, SEA FM had a 19.3 per cent 
audience share. The ABC’s most popular national network claimed 4.5 per cent of Mackay 
listeners. What the ACNeilsen figures for Mackay conceal, or at best fail to mention, is that the 
ABC local station, 4QA, and the commercial AM Easy Listening Station were attracting an 
aggregated 27 per cent audience share.  
 
Another survey undertaken in the same year found that the local ABC station, 4QA, was the only 
Mackay station which had actually increased its audience from close to 11 per cent (four years 
earlier)  to 14 per cent ("ABC a Winner as Radio Breaks Up"). ABC regional station 4QA’s 
increased audience share reflected a pattern of audience shifts across the nation caused by a 
massive decline in local content and live and local broadcasting by regional commercial stations. 
For example, between 1996 and 2000 the aggregated hours of live studio content broadcast by 
4MK and Hot FM halved from 124 hours per week to sixty-two hours per week. During the same 
period, live hub broadcasting (from Townsville) increased from 124 hours to 192 hours per week 
(“DMG Submission: Appendix 4”). 
 
The time devoted by the DMG stations to news, weather, and community announcements, current 
affairs and sport also fell from twelve hours to a total of 8.5 hours in the two years to 2000. When 
the DMG stations were not live and local, programming content was often not just relayed, it was 
also prerecorded. In 2000, prerecorded programming accounted for a total of 144 hours per week 
across both stations (“DMG Submission: Appendix 4”). As regional commercial stations 
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decreased live and local services, rural listeners increasingly switched to ABC local radio for 
local news and live information services. 
 
Two years later, in 2002, in radio’s most popular timeslot, the local ABC breakfast program was 
Mackay’s second highest rating program. 4QA won 22.4 per cent of the audience just behind Hot 
FM which had 23.2 per cent ("Interview Widdowson"). This was an excellent result for ABC 
Local Radio in an extremely crowded market. In 2002, Mackay radio dials offered listeners a 
bewildering choice of four local commercial stations, three ABC national networks (Radio 
National, Triple J and Classic FM), ABC Local Radio 4QA and the community station 4CRM. 
ABC Local Radio’s increased popularity in Mackay was not an isolated event. ABC Local Radio 
in regional areas was performing better than its capital city ABC Local Radio counterparts. This 
seems to be directly connected to the fact that in many areas ABC Local Radio is the sole local 
radio service with an independent news room. In contrast, metropolitan audiences have a choice 
of local radio news from commercial stations as well as the ABC. A comparison of regional ABC 
services with metropolitan ABC Local Radio services demonstrates that regional ABC services 
gain audience share because of their ability to provide local news and information. 
 
In 2000 in Brisbane, the local station ABC 612 only attracted 8.3 per cent of the metropolitan 
audience. Sydney’s local ABC 702 service claimed a 7.7 per cent audience share and 
Melbourne’s ABC 774 attracted 10 per cent of the city audience (ABC Annual Report 2000-
2001). In contrast ABC Local Radio in Mackay achieved a 22.4 per cent share of its local 
audience in 2002. A CLC 2006 study of regional media satisfaction in Wollongong, Launceston, 
Toowoomba and Townsville found that ABC regional radio was the most credible provider of 
local news and information, even outperforming local newspapers (Dwyer et al. 19).  Local ABC 
radio services in East Gippsland, Newcastle, Hamilton and Horsham also show significant 
audience share ratings (Nielsen Radio Ratings Archive: Regional Markets). The ABC’s regional 
services have increased audience share through a combination of enhanced local news and 
information services, and the acquisition of commercial radio listeners disaffected by the 
increased networking and syndication practices adopted by commercial networks. Listeners 
undoubtedly ‘shop’ for content and many probably listen to ABC local radio for news and local 
information and then switch back to commercial radio. Commercial radio is no longer the most 
‘live and local’ service that most people automatically turned to for local news and information. 
What other media sources of community news and information are available to regional 
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Australians? The next section will evaluate the role of regional newspapers and regional 
television services as local news providers. 
Whither local news? 
For regional Australians, the local newspaper has been a traditional source of daily news and 
information about their district. But overall newspaper readership has declined and so has local 
content in regional dailies. Television has been a more sporadic provider of local news 
programming and here, as in many other forms of media consumption, Australia has mirrored US 
patterns. In the US, newspaper readership peaked in the 1970s, dropped steadily through the 
1980s and has fallen even more rapidly since the start of the 1990s (Newspapers: Audience). In 
1950, there were more newspapers sold than there were households─123 per cent of households 
bought a daily newspaper. By 1990, circulation had declined to 67 per cent and in 2000 only 53 
per cent of American households bought a newspaper (Newspapers: Audience). American 
research has shown that young people in their twenties are not acquiring the newspaper reading 
practices of earlier generations. Readers in the thirty-four to sixty-four key demographic are also 
dropping, sometimes at an even faster rate than for those under thirty-four (Newspapers: 
Audience). According to the Newspaper Association of America, there are two other key 
indicators that show all is not well for the industry. The number of people employed in the 
industry fell by 18 per cent between 1990 and 2004 and share prices of listed American 
newspaper companies are declining (Who Killed the Newspaper?). Australia’s newspaper 
circulation has followed virtually the same pattern. 
 
 ‘In 1947 Sydney’s population was just under one and a half million and combined newspaper 
sales were 1.2 million ─ almost everybody bought a newspaper almost every day in fact many 
must have bought two.’ (Hills 53) Australian metropolitan newspaper readership increased after 
the war until it peaked in 1974 (State of the News Print Media Report 2006). Metropolitan 
afternoon newspapers collapsed and newspaper ownership became more concentrated in the late 
1980s and early 1990s, limiting the diversity of news sources. In the 1990s, the number of 
metropolitan daily newspapers halved. It was around this time that regional daily newspapers 
‘caught’ the metropolitan virus of declining circulation. In a study of all the nation’s thirty-five 
regional daily newspapers in the period from 1990 to 2000, a total of twenty-seven newspapers 
recorded drops in circulation. The average fall in circulation across this group was 12.36 per cent 
(Kirkpatrick 83). 
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In 2006, alarmed Australian newspaper proprietors established a new industry body, The 
Newspaper Works, to try to arrest the steady decline in readership. The new entity’s key purpose 
was to ‘promote newspapers as Australia’s number one medium’ (The Newspaper Works). It is 
backed by major metropolitan, regional and community newspaper publishers, including News 
Limited, Fairfax, Rural Press, APN News & Media and West Australian Newspapers. Most 
Australian newspapers are owned by five companies, with the largest, News Limited having a 68 
per cent share of the Australian newspaper market followed by Fairfax with 22 per cent 
(Gardiner-Garden and Chowns; State of the News Print Media Report 2006). 
 
 
One of the effects of having perhaps ‘the most concentrated print media ownership in the Western 
world’ (Griffen-Foley, "Media: The History of the Australian Newspaper Industry" ) has been the 
increased use of metropolitan, AAP and Reuters stories in regional dailies. It is cheaper to fill 
pages with this content than it is to pay for local news-gathering. An increasing amount of 
common content for local newspaper, radio or television outlets outside capital cities comes from 
centralised newsrooms (State of the News Print Media Report 2006). This is at the cost of local 
news content. News organisations are more inclined to use news stories from within their own 
organisation. The reduction in regional news staffing and stringers in regional commercial 
television, radio and newspaper newsrooms has meant that regional news stories do not just 
disappear at the local level, they also fail to appear on state and national news services (Tannock).  
 
Mackay’s sole daily newspaper, The Daily Mercury, is owned by Australian Provincial News 
(APN) which owns thirteen of the nation’s thirty-five regional dailies. In the decade from 1990 to 
2000, The Daily Mercury’s circulation dropped by 6.19 per cent to 16,245 (Kirkpatrick 84). 
However, it appears to have stabilised since then, perhaps buoyed by the town’s surge in 
population and prosperity triggered by the expansion of the hinterland coal-mining industry. 
Circulation on week days is 16,242 and the newspaper factors this up to a daily readership of 
39,000 by assuming multiple readers of copies. In 2007, almost 70 per cent of its readers were 
more than thirty-four years of age (How to Reach 1 in 2 People in Mackay). They are also 
parochial. In a readership profile document which is aimed at attracting advertisers to The Daily 
Mercury, the newspaper analyses the media consumption patters of its readers. The profile shows 
that 96 per cent of readers do not buy a national newspaper and 88 per cent do not buy the leading 
state newspaper, the Courier-Mail, Monday to Saturday. However, in relation to advertising, the 
readership profile fails to elicit a comparison with readers’ use of other media forms to support 
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purchasing decisions such as letterbox catalogues, television, radio, magazines and the internet. In 
relation to local news and information, it  does not identify readers’ other sources of community 
news and information (How To Reach 1 in 2 People in Mackay).  
 
A 2006 CLC study of media satisfaction in four regional communities found that respondents 
were deeply dissatisfied with the quality of local media and especially critical of their local 
newspapers (Dwyer et al. 19). Reader criticisms included superficial coverage of major local 
issues, a general lack of analysis, inexperienced and transient staff journalists and a perceived 
domination of advertising over editorial content. Regional papers are often only able to offer 
entry level positions for newsroom staff. These jobs attract new graduates and few have any local 
knowledge or understanding of rural community life. The study also recorded dissatisfaction with 
regional television news services.  
 
Television news 
The CLC study found that regional television news ─ which, incidentally, has also declined since 
the mid-1990s ─ was valued for its promotion of local events rather than for its journalistic 
analysis (Dwyer et al 12). In a submission to a 2002 Senate Inquiry into proposed media 
ownership legislation changes, Channel Seven claimed that: 
The cost of establishing and maintaining news services in regional markets is formidable 
… Each mainland aggregated market’s population is around the level of one million but 
generates far less revenue that the smallest capital city market …Therefore the economics 
of providing separate news programming in each area [within each aggregated region this 
might mean four or more separate news services] … is questionable. (Senate Report on the 
Broadcasting Services Amendment, 44) 
In the economics of television, each station had to pay for itself. There was no cross-subsidisation 
of the higher advertising return per capita achieved in metropolitan markets for regional 
services.47  
 In 2002, Prime Television and Southern Cross Broadcasting decided to end the provision of local 
television news services in a number of regional markets. Public complaints resulted in the 
                                                 
47 The per capita return on television advertising in regional Australia was less than half that achieved in the 
five major city markets: (Senate Report on the Broadcasting Services Amendment 2002 44)  
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broadcast regulator launching an investigation into the adequacy of regional and rural television 
news and information provision (Senate Report on the Broadcasting Services Amendment 2002 
45). The ABA found there had been a decrease in the provision and quality of television news and 
information programming since the mid-1990s, concluding:  
• there has been a significant decline in local information (other than news) broadcast 
in the four aggregated markets since aggregation;48  
• there is a lack of diversity in broadcasts of matters of local significance by 
commercial televisions licensees and there is a lack of competition in delivering local 
news and information; and  
• some regional commercial television broadcasters are not sufficiently responsive to 
audience needs for local content, particularly programs about matters of local 
significance (Gardiner, Garden and Chowns).  
 
Regional television news is often limited at best to stories read ‘down the line’ from a regional 
hub in a brief evening bulletin. Most regional stations do not offer a local television news 
bulletin. In all of the CLC regional media case study areas, the researchers found that ABC Local 
Radio was particularly valued as a credible alternative to the journalism of the daily paper 
(Dwyer et al. 13). This study was supported by research undertaken in late 2006 by ABC 
Television’s Media Watch. It is apparent that, although regional communities have gained a much 
greater number of commercial radio and television broadcasters since the 1990s, they have paid a 
price in the loss of live and local community-focused commercial radio. 
 
Revenue radio 
In 2006, the ABC’s Media Watch television program investigated the effects of hubbing on local 
news provision in commercial radio in regional Australia. The program focused on the nation’s 
largest operator of regional commercial radio, Macquarie Regional Radioworks (MRR). Media 
Watch monitored news bulletins in Cairns, the Gold Coast, Mackay, Toowoomba and Townsville. 
 
 We compared five Macquarie regional  radio stations with their ABC local radio 
 competitors. The Macquarie stations are  ‘hubbed’ ─ which means their news is compiled 
                                                 
48 Regional Queensland, Northern NSW, Southern NSW and Regional Victoria. 
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 and broadcast from Townsville and the Gold Coast. And we found they almost always 
 ran less local news than the ABC.’ (Local Radio-Remote Control)  
 
Media Watch also found that the news bulletins compiled on the Gold Coast and then broadcast, 
for example, in Albany in Western Australia or Hobart in Tasmania featured Queensland-centric 
stories which were not of national interest and certainly not likely to interest residents of Albany 
or Hobart. ‘They’re just haphazard collections of stories from somewhere’.  Media Watch said it 
was ‘concerned that hubbing ─ centralised news gathering and news reading ─ is reducing the 
quality of regional commercial radio’ . The program attracted a heartfelt response from regional 
Australians who bemoaned the demise of their local commercial radio and television news 
services. Following are just some of the emails Media Watch received (Media Watch Regional 
Emails):  
 
 3MA & Star FM in Mildura is a total joke, they have 3 whopping hours of local breakfast 
 in the mornings, news after this is all networked from Albury, and the announcers are not local 
 after breakfast is over.  
 Last year before we had Channel Ten here the announcers were always talking about television 
 shows on Ten, that’s funny, we didn’t have channel 10 in Mildura!!!  
 Then they would put in one local talk break which they would send to Mildura pretending there 
 were in our town, apart from the fact they clearly pronounced simple street names incorrectly, and 
 sounded like they had no idea what they were talking about.  
 My guess is they get faxed/emailed some local content from Mildura to talk about, it sounds 
 terrible, so obvious they are reading it, when MR Works (Macquarie Bank) moved in all they did 
 was sack staff and network, network, network, that station has never sounded worse, wake up MR 
 Works!!  
 Mark 
 Mildura, Vic 
 6 October 2006 
 
 
Many of the respondents complained about the domination of metropolitan content on 
commercial radio as well as the limited hours of live and local broadcasting. While networks try 
to conceal the fact that programming is being hubbed from larger regional centres it is obvious 
that listeners are well aware of the change in live and local broadcasting hours. Some commercial 
radio listeners were also frustrated by repeated technical glitches which resulted in ‘dead air’ as 
broadcasting signals dropped out completely: 
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 Our ‘local’ AM radio station, 3GV, starts off in the morning with ‘The Verto Show’ from who 
 knows where, then moves on to John Laws in Sydney from 9 till 12. After lunch we get 
 ‘Gippsland Today’ for 4 hours, then it's off to Melbourne for 2 hours of  Hinch. At 6pm it's Sports 
 Today from Melbourne and finally, there’s ‘Nightline’ from ... Melbourne. 3GV Gippsland & the 
 Valley? Yeah Sure!  
 Phil 
 Sale, Vic 
 4 October 2006 
 
 
 Rural Press runs the same newspaper from as far away as Bourke to my area of Bathurst. Most 
 editions  of the paper differ, but a lot of the same articles are used as filler. In most towns, it is the 
 only daily local newspaper source available. As for local news content ─ Star FM is only local 
 from 6am to 9am  and then the news is hubbed from Albury. Most other local stations (if they have 
 local news) are the same, but their news comes from 2UE in Sydney. Media Watch highlighted the 
 fact WIN news comes from Wollongong (which I find disturbing and is why I refuse to watch it), 
 but poor Prime news in the Central West has to cover news from Dubbo, Orange and Bathurst plus 
 everywhere in between! Instead of like the Sydney studios where they produce a 1:30 story each 
 day, these journos are doing up to 3 or 4 a day! And it shows ... sloppy production and editing 
 means there are often problems with the stories as well as many errors. But at least I know it is 
 broadcast live from Orange every night. My real beef with local content is as there is really no 
 local radio after 9am and only one TV bulletin a day, often news is up to 2 days old before it is 
 broadcast. Ahhh well, as long as we know what's going on in  Sydney, hey Senator Coonan? 
 Bronwen 
 Bathurst, NSW 
 26 September 2006 
 
 
 Congratulations on your programme on regional media, albeit i'm afraid a bit too late, in our 
 market the shift to Revenue Radio started in 1996 when the private owner of about 12 regional 
 stations with about $60 million in his back pocket sold out to English group DMG and proclaimed 
 to staff that ‘nothing will change’ First the local News Journo, then the weekend local sports 
 coverage, followed by a gradual progression of staff from at one stage 8 announcers down to 3 
 today covering both AM and FM with no local content after 9am just hubbed programmes from 
 Albury and the Gold Coast Complete with dead air, three programmes running on top of one 
 another, mispronunciation of Village and street names and complete indifference to their listeners 
 and advertisers with their only loyalty to shareholders. Now part of the Macquarie Radio Group 
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 the decline continues with little relevance to the local market except for the sponsorship of some 
 local events to attempt to justify their local presence and maintain a profile but continue on a 
 downward spiral that will seen them disappear up their own backside. 
 Neil 
 Young, NSW 
 26 September 2006 
 
 
  
 
Disgruntled regional commercial radio listeners’ move to ABC Local Radio as a preferred source 
for local news and information is a major change in regional audience behaviour. In 1983 a 
McNair Anderson Survey found that 4MK had 80 per cent of the total listening audience and was 
the main source of local news for listeners (ABT, North Queensland Licence Renewals 1983). 
This left only 20 per cent of the potential audience for the ABC. Some of that group would have 
been non-radio listeners and others too young or infirm to tune in. 4MK was then broadcasting 
live and local for twenty-four hours each day. In 1983, free-to-air charitable and community 
announcements alone added up to almost six hours each week (ABT, North Queensland Licence 
Renewals 1983). In contrast, in 2007 each commercial station’s total (concurrent) live-to-air 
programming time in Mackay at best barely exceeded thirty hours each week. As a result, the 
community no longer hears itself constituted through commercial radio.  
 
In most regional areas, the ABC is the only local radio station to employ journalists and produce 
its own news bulletins. So, despite claims that ABC radio is Sydney-centric, the ABC produces 
more local content in those regional and rural areas where it has a station than do the commercial 
radio operators. According to the ABC Regional Program Manager in Mackay, Craig 
Widdowson, ‘there are virtually no commercial [radio] journalists here anymore. All their 
journalists have left and all their news bulletins are read out of their hub in Townsville [a four-
hour drive away]. All in all we have fifteen to sixteen radio services in our market and now five 
of those are ABC. That’s a huge number. Per capita we have more services in Mackay than 
Sydney has.’ (“Interview Craig Widdowson”)49  
 
                                                 
49 While ACMA operates on the concept of precisely defined licence areas, broadcast signals tend to spill 
over from one licence area to another. Many regional centres also have narrowcast services operated by the 
TAB (for race results) and others for tourist information. 
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In 2007, ABC station 4QA in Mackay was live and local from 5.30am until 11am each weekday 
and on Saturdays from 6am until 10am. Programming thereafter was relayed from other regional 
centres such as Rockhampton, Toowoomba or Brisbane, Sydney or Melbourne. Most overnight 
programming from 10pm is fed from Sydney. The station had seven full-time and one part-time 
staff members, with all but one announcing on air as well as performing other duties (“Interview 
Craig Widdowson”). 4QA also has a specialist rural reporter continuing a service which has been 
provided at a local level for more than three decades. The station actively supports local music 
performers. It co-hosts concerts with the local Conservatorium of Music and supports the annual 
Winter Moon Folk festival which it broadcast live statewide for three hours in 2006. There has 
been a democratisation of voice in the ABC. Regional stations were much more hierarchical right 
up until the 1980s with a clear delineation between on air and behind-the-scenes staff and a much 
higher reliance on administrative support staff. ABC Local Radio’s announcing style has become 
less remote and more accessible.  
 
The ABC’s increased role in the provision of localism in radio has been noticed. The Senate’s 
2006 Discussion Paper on the Media Ownership Bill made the point that, in regional areas where 
the ABC’s collective audience reach is more than 30 per cent, it was important ‘for this voice to 
be enhanced to encourage the expression of political and social opinion and debate’ (Jolly, Bills 
Digest  18). Government has invested $12 million in ABC news radio to add another 70 
frequencies to the network targeting towns with populations of more than 10,000. This will 
increase the national coverage for News Radio from 78 per cent to 95 per cent  
 
The ABC has to a certain extent filled the localism breach, but it too is a centralised metropolitan 
corporate network which is constrained in its ability to act politically at a local level. The one area 
in which pre-deregulation commercial radio occasionally bucked the system was in the arena of 
issues which pitted the ‘bush against the city’, where the whole community was aggrieved by 
state or federal government policy changes or failures. Now the ‘city’, sometimes even an 
offshore city, effectively owns most of the media in the ‘bush’. Community radio’s audience 
reach is limited, as is its role as an alternative local news source. This shift away from local 
ownership and local production and service development is not unique to radio; it is an example 
of a broader structural shift in regional economies.  
 
In Mackay, locally owned and run cafes, cinemas, bakeries, supermarkets, hardware stores, 
butchers and soft drink makers were successively bought out from the 1970s -on by big 
 219
corporations, or closed because they could not compete with national competitors (Kennedy). 
Mackay now hosts the same chain stores, fast food franchises and Coles and Woolworths 
supermarkets that feature in every metropolitan suburb and country town in Australia. There is no 
single flagship commercial radio station which has a whole-of-community audience and a 
substantial responsibility to deliver community information and services. Commercial radio now 
sounds much the same across the nation, regardless of the reception location. However, localism 
in radio ─ that still ‘miraculous, inexpensive ubiquitous and valued technology’─ is worth saving 
(DiCola and Thompson). Localism as delivered by the ABC has become critically important and 
it needs to be resourced adequately so that regional Australians can continue to have access to 
local broadcast news and information services about their ‘place’ and its people.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This thesis has addressed a large gap in Australian media scholarship. Commercial radio deserves 
more attention both for its historical and its current role as a popular and influential media form. 
Commercial radio licensees pioneered free and ubiquitous broadcasting throughout regional 
Australia. Until the 1990s, localism was a central underlying theme for the nation’s broadcasting 
legislation, policy and planning and a key component of broadcast regulation. Government used 
localism policies to create a form of commercial radio in regional communities that in many ways 
operated like a civic institution. To borrow the term used by the President of Minnesota Public 
Radio, William King it was a variant of ‘social capitalism’(Phills and Chang 65).  But in this case 
rather than a not for profit adopting capitalist methods it was a commercial enterprise undertaking 
community service work. The early Australian radio broadcast system is often described as a ‘me 
too’ hybrid model which was unique only in that it allowed the parallel operation of a UK-style 
government-funded national public radio service and US-style advertising-funded commercial 
radio services.  
 
This depiction fails to recognise the complexity of the national Australian broadcasting system. In 
the 1920s, the Australian government developed a strikingly innovative and internationally 
unique broadcasting policy framework to suit its own fiscal and demographic circumstances. 
Faced with the prohibitively expensive task of delivering free-to-air radio services to rural 
audiences scattered across vast distances, the government eventually developed a system which 
encouraged local commercial investment in the new media form. The policy framework was 
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effective in both facilitating privately funded commercial radio at a regional level and harnessing 
the new technology for a local ‘public good’. The economic and structural consequence of the 
policy was the development of regional media monopolies and a concentration of media 
ownership and cross media ownership at the local level. Although this worked effectively in radio 
it failed when applied to the development of regional commercial television.  
 
From its inception, commercial radio in regional Australia was linked to notions of community 
development and service through broadcast policies which mandated a ‘public interest’ role for 
regional licensees. In return, licensees were given the not inconsiderable advantage of owning a 
commercial broadcast monopoly. The clever carrot and stick use of government policy ensured 
the rapid dissemination of an important broadcast technology infrastructure at no cost to 
government while ensuring the technology was locally operated (initially) and utlised as a 
distribution mechanism for community news and information. Government policy fostered the 
long term centrality of solus commercial radio stations in regional Australia.  
 
In this thesis, I have described and criticised binary depictions of commercial and public radio 
services, especially in relation to regional radio. Until the 1990s, commercial broadcasters, as 
well as the ABC, were obliged to meet public interest goals in regional Australia. The result was 
a commercial radio discourse and programming style that was distinct from that of metropolitan 
commercial services which were wholly shaped by advertising goals. The case study of radio in 
Mackay demonstrates that community audiences felt a strong sense of ‘ownership’ of and 
connection with their local commercial radio station. At a time when car and telephone ownership 
was minimal, public transport was limited and mains electricity and cinema sound were novel, 
commercial radio transmitted local social information, news and entertainment into the domestic 
sphere. It contributed some of the ‘glue’ that binds individuals to their community. ABC radio 
services did not reach Mackay until the early 1950s, by which time 4MK had provided the 
district’s sole broadcast media service for twenty years. Most people in Mackay tuned into 4MK 
every day for close to sixty-five years.  
 
International and Australian comparative media consumption research has found that listeners 
form an emotional connection with radio, and that they trust radio above other media forms. In 
regional communities, this connection was compounded by localism policies which made 
commercial radio stations centrally important institutions in the daily lives of their listeners. 
Commercial radio’s distinct and historically important role and contribution to Australian rural 
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community life does not fit the simple categorisations that are routinely applied to commercial 
and public radio services. For more than six decades, regional commercial radio stations were an 
immensely powerful and influential civic, economic, social, cultural and political force in their 
communities. 
 
In Australia, the mundane cultural practice of listening to commercial radio was once a 
distinctively different experience in the city and the bush. For regional Australians, listening to 
commercial radio was a social and cultural activity which provided them with a meaningful 
connection to their community. Yet when commercial radio is considered, even historically, it is 
presented as a generic entity which is locality ‘blind’. The metropolitan version of commercial 
radio is assumed to be the industry standard. But regional commercial radio has been, and 
remains, a distinct broadcast media form. Whereas once regional commercial radio was 
characterised by its local monopoly status, community-wide audience and programming that 
catered for geographic rather than demographic groups, it is now distinguished from capital city 
services by its comparative lack of live and local programming content. So while superficially 
regional commercial radio appears to have converged with the style and format of metropolitan 
radio, the live and local aspect of radio that is taken for granted by city audiences has largely 
been lost to regional Australians. This is a result of media deregulation policies which failed to 
consider the impact highly competitive broadcast media markets would have on live and local 
programming.  
 
The local content rules for regional commercial radio that were introduced as an offset to the 
2006 liberalisation of cross-media ownership laws have been watered down to the point of  
extinction. The 2006 Broadcasting Services Amendment (Media Ownership) Act has allowed the 
reduction of media ownership diversity in thirty-eight of the nation’s thirty-nine regional 
broadcast licence areas that are also served by a daily newspaper (Jolly, Bills Digest 36). This 
means a further diminution of local news and information services for regional Australians. When 
ACMA investigated the proposed local radio content rules in 2007, it was within a framework 
that clearly placed commercial radio interests above public/community interests. ACMA 
determined that the local content rules were designed to prevent the further erosion of (already 
drastically reduced) local content in regional radio rather than to enhance local production. 
ACMA also determined that local content rules must not impose a financial burden on licensees 
or interfere with existing formats. When these constraints were coupled with an elastic definition 
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of ‘matters of local significance’ the result was a minimum service standard for local news and 
information which is at best of marginal use.  
 
This thesis demonstrates that government media policies need to take account of the different 
circumstances of rural and metropolitan life. A failure to do so has eroded access to local news 
and information for regional Australians. The media have a unique role, and they should not be 
treated as just another market commodity. The thesis shows that ‘public interest’ tests in media 
policies fulfil a useful purpose. A requirement to serve the public is not necessarily at odds with 
radio’s commercial interests; indeed, localism policies supported the development of large and 
loyal commercial radio audiences for regional radio stations. Since deregulation in the 1990s, 
public interest tests have largely been abandoned in favour of ‘market forces’ in relation to 
regional radio services. The realignment of media policy since the early 1990s has ignored major 
differences in the nature and operations of regional and metropolitan commercial broadcast media 
markets. This is not surprising when local media’s contribution to community well-being is rarely 
taken into account, even by those for whom community sustainability is a primary concern. 
Metropolitan balance sheet considerations now dictate the nature of regional commercial radio 
services and local programming is an obstacle to profitability. 
 
Regional commercial radio is now characterised by multiple services and networked 
programming which is mostly locality blind. Although the various radio audiences reside within a 
common broadcast licence area, they are divided by music format and advertisements. 
Programming is dictated by the generic preferences of advertisers’ particular national target 
groups rather than location or ‘whole’-of-community interests. This more industrial and distant 
relationship with audience aligns with a gesellschaft society model. For most Australians, the 
traditional media forms of commercial television and radio remain their main sources of news and 
information. As the ownership of these broadcast media becomes increasingly concentrated, the 
available diversity of ideas and opinion also narrows. Now that ‘traditional’ broadcast media have 
been allowed to resile from local news and information provision, it is clear that ‘new’ media 
outlets are not necessarily rushing in to fill the breach. New Zealand provides a sobering example 
of what can happen when media deregulation operates with minimal constraints. There, 97 per 
cent of commercial radio stations are owned by two companies, both of which are overseas 
owned. New Zealand’s free-to-air commercial television networks, pay TV network and major 
newspapers are also overseas owned. New Zealand’s press and broadcast media are dominated by 
CanWest (Canada), Independent News and Media (Ireland), Clear Channel (USA), Independent 
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News Ltd ( USA)  and Fairfax (Australia). Transnational media monopolies and oligopolies are 
increasingly the norm, as are practices such as centralised news production, corporate censorship 
and corporate rather than independent editorialising.  
 
Regional commercial radio’s ability to provide a connection with the local community has been 
eroded. Regional radio markets may appear to be offering listeners a range of diverse services 
but, as this thesis has shown, most of the broadcast content is relayed from elsewhere. It may be 
too late to wind back the clock for localism in regional commercial radio, but localism’s new 
champion, ABC Local Radio, needs to be recognised and supported as an increasingly vital 
source of local community news and information for regional Australians. This is by no means 
assured. The ABC’s overall budget was cut by almost 30 per cent between 1986 and 2006 . In 
contrast, the BBC gets almost five times more funding than the ABC on a per capita basis (Jolly, 
Bills Digest 51).  This is despite the fact that the ABC has a much higher overhead than the BBC 
in terms of the physical infrastructure it requires to reach its national audience.  The erosion of 
local content in commercial radio was an unintended consequence of media reform, but it is one 
that government policy-makers need to acknowledge. It has resulted in ABC Local Radio services 
becoming increasingly important providers of local voices, news and information for regional 
communities. The ABC is now virtually the sole broadcast media provider in regional Australia 
which is meeting public interest goals, and it needs to be funded accordingly.  
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Abbreviations 
 
AANA  Australian Association of National Advertisers 
ABA   Australian Broadcasting Authority 
ABC   Australian Broadcasting Corporation 
ABCB  Australian Broadcasting Control Board 
ABS   Australian Bureau of Statistics 
ABT   Australian Broadcasting Tribunal 
ACA   Australian Communications Authority 
ACMA Australian Communications and Media Authority 
ACCC  Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 
AM  Audio modulation 
ANM  APN News and Media 
APC  Aspirin, Phantacin and caffeine 
ARN  Australian Radio Network 
ATSIC  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission 
AWA  Australian Wireless Association Ltd 
BBC  British Broadcasting Corporation 
BOG  Broadcast Operations Group 
BSA  Broadcasting Services Act 1992 
CBAA  Community Broadcasting Association of Australia 
CBF  Community Broadcasting Foundation 
CEASA Commercial Economic Advisory Service of Australia 
CFM  Coalition for Future Music 
CLC  Communications Law Centre 
CRA  Commercial Radio Australia 
DoC                 Department of Communications 
DBCDE Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy  
DCITA  Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts 
DMG  Daily Mail Group 
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DJ  Disc jockey 
FARB   Federation of Australian Broadcasters 
FCC  Federal Communications Commission 
FM  Frequency modulation 
MAIMA  Mackay Aboriginal and Islander Media Association 
MMG  Macquarie Media Group 
MPR   Minnesota Public Radio 
MRR  Macquarie Regional Radioworks 
Ofcom  Office of Communications (UK) 
PC                    Productivity Commission 
PBL  Publishing and Broadcasting Ltd 
RAB   Radio Advertising Bureau (UK) 
RAEL  Radio Ad Effectiveness Lab (USA) 
SBS   Special Broadcasting Service 
SCB  Southern Cross Broadcasting (Australia) Pty Ltd 
SRRN  Second Regional Radio Network 
TAIMA  Townsville Aboriginal and Islander Media Association 
TRN  The Radio Network 
VBN  Victorian Broadcasting Network 
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Appendix 1: Australian Radio Studies  
 
ABC and community radio:  (Barlow; Collingwood; Fairchild; Forde, Inglis: Meadows and Foxwell; 
Meadows; Meadows et al.; G. Phillips; M. Thompson; Thornley; van Vuuren; van Vuuren) 
 
Youth radio: (Albury; J. Cook; Andrews; Turner)  
 
Talk back radio:  (Adams and Burton; Ames; Appleton; J. A. Cook; Crofts and Turner; Fitzgerald and 
Housley; Griffen-Foley; Lee; Mickler; Tebbutt; Turner; Turner, Tomlinson and Pearce)  
 
Radio histories which include everything from personal memoirs to studies of the ‘golden era’ of 
radio before television: (Moran; Counihan; Given; Johnson; C. Jones; P. Jones; Lane; Mac; Mackay; 
McKay; Potts; Thomas; Walker)  
 
Adams, Phillip., and Lee Burton. Talkback: Emperors of Air. Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1997. 
Albury, Katherine. "Spaceship Triple J: Making the National Youth Network." Media International 
Australia. 91 (1999): 55-64. 
Ames, Kate. "Local Voices, 'Talkback' and Commercial Regional FM Radio." Media International 
Australia 122 (2007): 164-73. 
Andrews, Lois. "ABC's Teen Network." Stay Tuned: The Australian Broadcasting Reader. Ed. Albert 
Moran: Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1992. 95-98.  
Appleton, Gillian. "The Lure of Laws: An Analysis of the Audience Appeal of the John Laws Program." 
Media International Australia 91 (1999): 83-95. 
Barlow, D. "Whither Non-Profit Community Media in the Information Society?" Culture and Policy: 
Journal of the Australian Key Centre for Cultural and Media Policy 8.3 (1997): 119-38. 
Collingwood, Peter. "Democracy and the 'Marketisation' of Local Radio in Australia." 3CMedia: Journal of 
Community, Citizen's and Third Sector Media and Communication. 1 (2005): 96-112. 
Cook, Jackie. "Razer's Edge: Styling Vocality for Youth Radio." Media International Australia: Culture & 
Policy.91 (1999): 67-81. 
Cook, Jacquiline. "Dangerous Radio/Activity: Self and Social Space in Contemporary Australian Talk 
Radio." PhD Thesis, University of Western Sydney, 2001. 
Counihan, Mick. "Official History and the B-Class Stations." Stay Tuned: The Australian Broadcasting 
Reader. Ed. Albert Moran. Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1992. 12-19.  
Crofts, Stephen., and Graeme Turner. "Jonestalk: The Specificity of Alan Jones." Media International 
Australia 122 (2007): 132-49. 
Fairchild, Charles. "A Curious Case of American Exceptionalism: Idealology, Policy and Practice in 
American, Australian and Canadian Community Radio." Transformations Media Communities: 
Local Voices.10 (2005). 
Fitzgerald, Richard., and William Housley. "Talkback, Community and the Public Sphere." Media 
International Australia 122 (2007): 150-63. 
Forde, S., M. Meadows, and K. Foxwell. Culture, Commitment, Community: The Australian Community 
Radio Sector. Brisbane: Griffith University, 2002. 
Griffen-Foley, Bridget. "The Birth of a Hybrid: The Shaping of the Australian Radio Industry." The Radio 
Journal-International Studies in Broadcast and Audio Media 2.3 (2004): 153-69. 
---. " Talkback Radio and Australian Politics since the Summer of 1967." Media International Australia 122 
(2007): 96-107. 
Inglis, K.S., and J. Brazier. This Is the ABC: The Australian Broadcasting Commission, 1923-1983. 
Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1983. 
Inglis, Ken. Whose ABC? The Australian Broadcasting Corporation 1983-2006. Black Inc., 2006. 
 
Johnson, Lesley. The Unseen Voice: A Cultural Study of Early Australian Radio. London: Routledge, 
1988. 
Jones, Colin. Something in the Air: A History of Radio in Australia. Kenthurst: Kangaroo Press, 1995. 
Jones, P. "The Radio Transcription Companies." Stay Tuned: The Australian Broadcasting Reader. Ed. 
Albert Moran. Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1992.  
 227
Lane, Richard. The Golden Age of Radio Drama 1923-1960: A History through Biography. Canberra: 
Melbourne University Press, 1994. 
Lee, Carolyne. " Mornings with Radio 774: Can John Howard's Medium of Choice Enhance Public Sphere 
Activity?" Media International Australia 122 (2007): 122-31. 
Mac, Wayne. Don't Touch That Dial: Hits N Memories of Australian Radio. Canberra: WDJM, 2005. 
Mackay, Ian K. Broadcasting in Australia. Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 1957. 
McKay, Ian. "The Macquarie Network." Stay Tuned: The Australian Broadcasting Reader. Ed. Albert 
Moran. Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1992. 42-44.  
Meadows, M., et al. Community Media Matters. Brisbane: Griffith University, 2007. 
Meadows, Michael. "Broadcasting in Aboriginal Australia: One Mob, One Voice, One L." Ethnic Minority 
Media: An International Perspective. Ed. S. H. Riggins. Newbury Park: Sage Publications, 1992. 
82-101.  
Mickler, Steve. "Talkback Radio, Anti-Elitism and Moral Decline: A Fatal Paradox?" Us and Them: Anti-
Elitism in Australia. Eds. Marian Sawer and Barry Hindess. Perth, WA: API Network, Australia 
Research Institute, 2004. 97-116.  
Moran, Albert. "ABC Radio Networking and Programming 1932-1963." Stay Tuned: The Australian 
Broadcasting Reader. Ed. Albert Moran. Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1992.  
Phillips, Gail. "The Interactive Audience: A Radio Experiment in Community-Building." Media 
International Australia 122 (2007): 174-85. 
Potts, John. Radio in Australia. Communication and Culture. Kensington, NSW: University of New South 
Wales Press, 1989. 
Tebbutt, John. "Imaginative Demographics: The Emergence of a Radio Talkback Audience in Australia." 
Media, Culture & Society 28.6 (2006): 857-82. 
Thomas, Alan W. Broadcast and Be Damned: The ABC's First Two Decades. Carlton: Melbourne 
University Press, 1980. 
Thompson, Michael. "Some Issues for Community Radio at the Turn of the Century." Media International 
Australia. 91 (1999): 23-31. 
Thornley, Phoebe. The Early Days of Community Broadcasting: Elites, Ordinary People and 'Community 
of Interest'. 24-26 November 2000. CBOnline. Available: http://www.cbonline.org.au/index. 8 
March 2005. 
Turner, G; E. Tomlinson, and S. Pearce. "Talkback Radio: Some Notes on Format, Politics and Influence." 
Media International Australia 118 (2006): 107-19. 
Turner, Graeme. "Some Things We Should Know About Talkback Radio." Media International Australia 
122 (2007): 73-80. 
---. "Who Killed the Radio Star? The Death of Teen Radio in Australia." Rock and Popular Music: Politics, 
Policies, Institutions. Ed. T.Bennett et al. London: Routledge, 1993. 142-55.  
van Vuuren, K. "Commercial Trends in Community Radio: Sponsorship, Advertising and John Laws." 
Southern Review 39.2 (2006): 26-43. 
---. "Community Participation in Australian Community Broadcasting: A Comparative Study of Rural, 
Regional and Remote Radio." Brisbane: Griffith University, 2003. 
Walker, R.R. The Magic Spark. Melbourne: Hawthorn, 1973. 
 
 
 228
Appendix 2: Television Studies 
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Fandom:  (Bacon-Smith) 
Audience: (Cunningham and Turner; Davies and Sternberg; Denemark; Dwyer; Nightingale; Meadows). 
Specific programs:  (Ang; Cottle and Rai; McColl Jones; McKee; Moran; Pearson; Tulloch and Moran)  
Regulation: (Curthoys; Dwyer et al.) 
News production:  (Cottle and Rai).  
 
 
Ang, Ien. Watching Dallas: Soap Opera and the Melodramatic Imagination. London: Routledge, 1989. 
Bacon-Smith, Camille. Enterprising Women : Television Fandom and the Creation of Popular Myth. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992. 
Bueau of Transport and Communications Economics. Measuring Community Benefits of Australian TV 
Programs. Canberra, 1996. 
Cottle, Simon., and Mugdha. Rai. "Australian TV News Revisited: News Ecology and Communicative 
Frames." Media International Australia. 122 (2007): 43-58. 
Cunningham, S., and G Turner, eds. The Media in Australia:  Industries, Texts, Audiences. 2nd ed. Sydney:  
Allen & Unwin, 1997. 
Curthoys, A. "The Getting of Television: Dilemmas in Ownership, Control and Culture, 1941-56." Better 
Dead Than Red: Australia's First Cold War. Eds. A. Curthoys and J. Merritt. Vol. 2. Sydney: Allen 
& Unwin, 1984. 123-54.  
Davies, Chris Lawe, and Jason Sternberg. "The Spaces and Places of Audience Research in Australian 
Television." Media International Australia. 122 (2007): 28-42. 
Denemark, David. "Television Effects and Voter Decision Making in Australia: A Re-Examination of the 
Converse Model." British Journal of Political Science 32.4 (2002): 663-91. 
Dwyer, Tim. "Recalibrating Policies for Localism in Australia's Commercially Networked TV Industry." 
Media International Australia, 108 (2003): 125-44. 
Dwyer, Tim., et al. Content, Consolidation and Clout: How Will Regional Australia Be Affected by Media 
Ownership Changes? Melbourne: Communications Law Centre, 2006. 
Groves, D. "Gob Smacked! TV Dining in Australia between 1956 and 1966." Journal of Popular Culture 
37.3 (2004): 409-18. 
---. TV Houses: Television's Influence on the Australian Home. Melbourne: Black Jack Press, 2004. 
Luck, Peter. 50 Years of Australian Television. Sydney: New Holland, 2006. 
McColl Jones, Mike. 'and Now Here's...': Four Decades of Behind the Scenes Fun in Australian Television. 
Canberra: Aerospace, 1999. 
McKee, A. Australian Television: A Genealogy of Great Moments. Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 
2001. 
Meadows, Michael. "Broadcasting in Aboriginal Australia: One Mob, One Voice." Ethnic Minority Media: 
An International Perspective. Ed. S. H. Riggins. Newbury Park: Sage Publications, 1992. 82-101.  
Moran, Albert. Moran's Guide to Australian TV Series. Allen & Unwin, 1993. 
Nightingale, Virginia. Studying Audiences: The Shock of the Real. London: Routledge, 1996. 
O'Regan, T., ed. Australian Television Culture. Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1993. 
Pearson, Sarina. " Pacific Camp: Satire, Silliness (and Seriousness) on New Zealand Television." Media, 
Culture & Society 27.4 (2005): 551-75. 
 229
Tulloch, John., and Albert Moran. A Country Practice: 'Quality Soap'. Sydney: Currency Press, 1986. 
Tulloch, John., and Graeme Turner. Australian Television: Programs, Policies and Politics. Sydney: Allen 
& Unwin, 1989. 
Turner, Graeme. Ending the Affair: The Decline of Television Current Affairs in Australia. Sydney: 
University of New South Wales Press, 2005. 
Turner, Graeme., and Stuart Cunningham, eds. The Australian TV Book. Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2000. 
Walter, James. "Citizen, Consumer, Culture: The Establishment of Television in Public Consciousness." 
Journal of Australian Studies (1998). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 230
 
 
 
Appendix 3: British and European Radio Studies 
 
British, European and American studies: development of format radio (Berland; Canadian 
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Appendix 4: 4MK Chronology 
Event Comment Date 
Ham radio station VK4JH Operated by enthusiast Jack Williams 1929 
License to operate a commercial 
station granted to Williams 
Radio (father and son)  
John and Jack Williams September, 1930 
4MK starts broadcasting from 
family home on cnr Nelson & 
Shakespeare Sts  
Official opening by Mayor Ian Wood- aerial a 
city landmark. First week 2 hours of 
gramophone records each evening except for 
lodge night. 
12 January, 1931 
First outside broadcast  Sarina Band Concert 1932 
Half interest sold to Mackay 
Printing and Publishing 
Company (publishers of The 
Daily Mercury) 
New company called Mackay Broadcasting 
Service Pty Ltd. Directors were J.H.Williams, 
J.H.Williams(jnr) and H.J.Manning 
1937 
Dorisana tragedy 
Search coordinated ( incl. Navy) 
from Nelson St home.  
Johnny Williams organised a vast sea and air 
search for the boat ( incl. two navy ships) 
Organised fund raising on 4MK to help pay for 
the search. £750 were raised and a new passage 
in the reef was discovered. Locals with boats 
joined in, radio used to give instructions to 
boats and pigeons were used to communicate 
with shore.  
24 August 1938 
First Radio Sunday School 
broadcast  
First Sunday in September – day Wold War 11 
declared. Rev. W.T.Phillips ran first 
programme.  
1939- 1960s 
Move to School of Arts, Gordon 
St  
Three studios and an auditorium for live 
broadcasts of children’s shows. Tin roof, no air 
conditioning. On air 6am to midnight  
1950 
ABC services commence  Programs relayed to Mackay from 
Rockhampton 
1951 
4MK transmitter moved from 
Nelson St home to Mt Bassett 
Transmitter lengthened, aerial power = 
2000watts 
Transmitted on frequency 1380 kilocycles. 
1952 
Johnny Williams (snr) dies Transmission interrupted with announcement 
and sacred music was played for an hour.  
20 May 1953 
Bob Dyer  For two months Pick-A-Box and Cop-The Lot 
were recorded at the Theatre Royal hosted by 
Bob Dyer with 4MK announcer Les Perrin 
announcing contestant’s names and prizes. 
1953 
ABC 4QA Local ABC service starts services in Mackay 1955 
4MK taken over by Victorian 
Broadcasting Network (VBN) 
 
Williams family retained unaltered 
shareholding. VBN later Southern Cross 
Broadcasting 
1965 
On air 117.5 hours /week  
Seven days per week. 
27,000 Record library; staff of 22, Manager 
Maitland Low 
6 April 1962 
MVQ 6 starts  commercial television starts broadcasting in 
Mackay 
1968 
4MK moves to Sydney St Site is made up of two blocks. The former site 
of the Williams’ machinery business and 
former site of Manning family home. 
March 1971 
4MK advertising 63% local 
37% national (Station licence 
renewal inspection) 
M-Sat 5am to midnight Sunday 6am to 
midnight 
1972 
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4MK  24 hour broadcasting Quoted in 1983 ABT licence renewal hearings 
p.13 
November 1981 
Takeover- Barrier Reef 
Broadcasting Pty. Ltd. 
Williams family sold out after 53 years interest 
in the company 
December 1983 
1989 4MK applies for FM 
licence 1989 
Awarded in April 1993 2 April 1993(DM) 
4MK sold to (Universal 
Telecasters Securities Limited 
subsidiary)  Universal Radio Pty 
Ltd, a Quintex Group company  
DM 4 June p.1 June 1985 
4MK sold by UR Pty Ltd  to 
Tora Bran Nominees Pty Lid  
( Harold Mitchell) with an 
option to buy back 
ABT Public Inquiry Report MVQ/4MK 
MACKAY  
Share Transaction Inquiry 10/87/7 December 
1991 
1986 
4MK Barrier Reef Broadcasting 
sold to Wesgo Communications 
Pty Ltd  (also bought 4HI 
Emerald and 4LG Longreach) 
Wesgo owned 15 other stations incl Cairns, 
Townsville and Gladstone. 
Wesgo acquired Universal Radio Pty Ltd which 
100% owned Barrier Reef Broadcasting 
March 1988 
ABC  3 new FM services into Mackay 
4QA converts to FM band 
Radio National & Classic FM  
27 January 
1992(DM) 
4MK sold to TransMedia Group  
owned by Mike Willesee 
Also bought 4TO and 4CA from Wesgo 26 October 1990 
(DM) 
New FM Tourism station 4MX  Part of chain of 16 narrowcast stations in major 
tourist destinations 
28 Feb 1993(DM) 
started on 3 July 
1993 FM 88 
4MK FM Licence granted  2 April 1993(DM) 
Community FM Licence granted 4CR-FM 16 April 
1993(DM)  
4CRM-FM Commenced 11 December 1993  11 Dec 1993 
(DM) 
4TAB-FM Narrowcast racing 7-10km of city centre 6 July 1994(DM)  
HOT FM Barrier Reef 
Broadcasting  
Licence granted to 4MK commences services 
aimed at 18-30 age group 
30 January 1995 
(DM)  
4MK and HOT FM bought out 
by Rural Press 
 16 June 1995  
4MK/HOT FM News service to end 
Public complaints   
16 June 1995 
4MK converts to HOT FM  24 June 1999 
SEA FM(RG Capital) 98.7 new FM service  September 1999 
DMG buys 4MK FM and 
HOTFM from Ray Gamble’s  
AMI Pty Ltd  
DMG buys regional stations throughout 
Australia 
1999 
DMG sells 57 regional stations 
to Macquarie Regional Media 
Ltd. 
 September 2004 ` 
RG Capital sells 35 Stations to 
Macquarie 
Macquarie exceeds two station per market limit 
in Mackay (HOT FM;SEA FM and 4MK FM) 
2004 
Macquarie sells 4AA Easy 
Listening AM station in mackay 
to Stuart Simson’s company 
Elmie Investments Pty Ltd   
Macquarie agrees to sell 4AA after ACCC 
investigation of the Macquarie buy-out of RG 
Capital stations 
September 2005 
(Mark Day)  
Elmie sells 4AA (AM) to Prime 
Radio  
Prime also controlled 4MK FM February 2007  
Macquarie Media Group  controlled HOT FM and SEA FM 2007  
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